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Introduction/Chapter Zero:
“Visions of Madonna”

On the 26th of July, 1999, in a club in Manhattan, Bob Dylan delivered one of his greatest performances ever of his well-loved 1966 epic “Visions of Johanna.” As if to acknowledge and signal his awareness of the power and freshness of this latest reinterpretation, the singer-bandleader effectively changed the title of the song halfway through, by starting to sing the chorus as: “And these visions of Madonna are now all that remain/ … have kept me up past the dawn.”

Where does genius come from? This book proposes to examine where the improbable 58-year-old artist singing in front of 900 people in Tramps that night came from, in the sense of what roads he had walked down, artistically and personally, in some of the preceding thirteen years of his life and work.

In 1997 a Newsweek writer reported that Bob Dylan had recently told him that ten years earlier (summer ‘87): “ ‘I’d kind of reached the end of the line. Whatever I’d started out to do, it wasn’t that. I was going to pack it in.’ Onstage, he couldn’t do his old songs. ‘You know, like how do I sing this? It just sounds funny.’ He goes into an all-too-convincing imitation of panic: ‘I -I can’t remember what it means, does it mean – is it just a bunch of words? Maybe it’s like what all these people say, just a bunch of surrealistic nonsense.’ “

Dylan told the magazine that he got help (during his 1987 nervous breakdown as a performer) from Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead: “He’d say, ‘Come on, man, you know, this is the way it goes, let’s play it, it goes like this.’ And I’d say, ‘Man, he’s right, you know? How’s he getting there and I can’t get there?’ I had to go through a lot of red tape in my mind to get back there.”

This book is called “mind out of time,” and argues that this is how Bob Dylan sees himself (what he aspires to be) as a songwriter and performer. So, although the general structure of this narrative will be chronological, I feel it’s appropriate to step outside of chronological sequence for the purpose of this introduction, and start the story by looking closely at one fine example of this artist’s ability to stop time and thereby encompass it and conquer it, in the timeless world of ephemeral art. Onstage in a particular club on a summer night in New York City.

This ephemeral performance art becomes accidental when it loses its ephemeral status because someone, not the artist, captures the musical performance on recording equipment so it can be heard outside of that room and that night, by people other than the fortunate few who were in the theater at the show. A book like this, by its nature, is not about the intentional art of the performer, which takes place at a particular time and place. This non-accidental art is only experienced by the people who are in the audience that day; and even being one of those people doesn’t empower me or anyone to write about the experience, unless we have total emotional recall, because the simple act of taking notes creates a distraction for the observer and a distance between the listener and this remarkably alive art form.

So this book cannot meaningfully be an in-depth look at concerts I attended; it must be the report of a listener who has listened attentively to live recordings whose existence and availability is largely accidental, in terms of the artist’s control or intent.

Of course, I feel better qualified to write about these recordings thanks to the large number of Dylan concerts I’ve experienced as an audience member over the course of 41 years (see Appendix II). And certainly it is no accident that Bob Dylan sings and plays his heart out in front of a live audience almost every third night of his life (from 1989 to 2003 he has played close to one hundred shows every year). He is a brilliant, conscious artist. But most of the body of work that this book and its companion volumes examine is accidental in its recorded form, which is the only form we can discuss together. The story of the live audience experience of these works of art is the story of hundreds of thousands of individuals in a vast array of mind-states at specific moments in their personal histories, some sitting or standing where they can see and hear well, others far in the back of a large auditorium. But accidentally, you and I can approach these works of art as though they were enduring communal objects, so that when I describe the mastery of the performing artist singing this particular piece on this particular night in 1999, you have the opportunity (if you search patiently) to listen to the same recording I’m referring to.

Okay. “Visions of Johanna” (or, if you like, “Visions of Madonna”), was the fifth song Bob Dylan and his band performed on Monday July 26th, 1999, on 21st Street in Manhattan. Larry Campbell and Charlie Sexton on acoustic guitars, Tony Garnier on string bass, David Kemper on drums, and Bob Dylan on vocals and acoustic guitar. What makes this eight-minute performance so remarkable is its expressiveness, its artistry, its structure, its musicality, its freshness, its vision. You could start here (and many young appreciators of Dylan’s music have started with recent concert recordings). This is not a repeat of a work of art created back in 1966. It is unmistakably a great work of art created at the time of its performance. Something new and original and thrilling. Bob Dylan once said, “He who is not busy being born is busy dying.” His greatest accomplishment as an artist has been to stay true to this demanding dictum, in the face of the inevitable obstacles from within and without that all human beings and all artists must contend with. Our story in this volume begins at a particularly difficult moment in this process, August 1986 to July 1987. (“I’d kind of reached the end of the line.”) “Visions of Madonna” and thousands of other performances that will be discussed herein are evidence that a committed artist can indeed use those painful years when he finds himself busy dying as opportunities and stimuli to learn new ways to “get there,” back to being busy being born. This song, this performance, on this night in 1999, is certainly about being born. As an artist, a singer, a musician. And as a lover and a human being. Listen to the way he sings, “How can I explain? It’s so hard to get on.” And the way he and his band deliver every other verbal and musical phrase in this version of “Visions.”

It starts with the same old magical incantation, “Ain’t it just like the night to play tricks when you’re tryin’ to be so quiet?” But not the same, because it doesn’t arise from the harmonica wail followed by snare drums that opens the familiar original album version, nor from the guitar strums that open the live 1966 versions on Biograph and the Live 1966 album. Instead it arises (to the surprise and delight of the club audience, who recognize the seldom-played favorite when they hear these words) from a guitars-bass-and-drums riff newly created for this 1999 version that for the first time in a live “Visions” captures the martial (marching drums) rhythm that so inspired Bob Dylan as a vocalist when he sang these lyrics almost as a call-and-response duet with Ken Buttrey’s drumming at the Blonde on Blonde recording sessions. “Ain’t it just like the night …” on July 26, 1999 arises from the first few bars of a band riff so rich in personality that Bob Dylan sings to it as though confident that he as bandleader/performer is an embodiment of the trick-playing night himself (i.e. he and his band are). As on Blonde on Blonde, the song is sung as a duet with the rhythm instruments. It’s not a replay or imitation of that 1966 recorded performance, but it inhabits the same triumphant and heartfelt and deeply humorous realm of freedom. Artistic and personal freedom made possible by the rightness of these sounds in the ears of the singer who is singing to and with them.

“We sit here stranded, though we’re all doin’ our best to deny it.” So the song, in 1966 and 1999, is a kind of confession (not denyin’ it), and a declaration of interdependence. At Tramps in ‘99, Dylan sings, “and these visions, visions of Johanna that conquer my mind,” as though he feels satisfaction, and maybe some joy, at having his mind conquered. I hear a similar celebration of liberation a few seconds earlier when he sings (clearly duetting with the “voice” of the drummer) “there’s nothing really nothing to turn off!” It is, and has always been, a song about living proudly and joyously and communally in a private realm of silence in the midst of a noisy city. No surprise that the song’s author should be inspired to a particularly heartfelt performance while singing in a club in Manhattan.

This night he doesn’t sing the “inside the museums” verse, but it doesn’t matter, because the spirit of the verse is very much present in the long instrumental passages (lean into that riff, boys!) that follow the third and fourth choruses (the “Madonna” choruses).

If you want to touch the heart of this 1999 “Visions,” immerse yourself in the “little boy lost” verse … and listen to this man’s voice as he sings, “he likes to live dangerously” and “speaks of a farewell kiss to me.” “Dangerously” and “farewell kiss” are notably wry, and inseparable from the mosaic of drum and melodic guitar punctuations that dance around and with these words, this melodic and percussive and marvelously expressive singing. No accident that this is the verse that climaxes in a passionate, “It’s so hard to get on!” And climaxes further when Madonna suddenly replaces Johanna in Bob’s visions. (Of course, Madonna was a character in the original song too, in the middle of the final verse: “And Madonna she still has not showed.” In context, clearly a nickname or alias for Johanna herself.)

It’s all in the riff. That’s the secret of Bob Dylan’s music (and, therefore, his genius, including his genius as a lyricist). The riff calls forth the great vocal performances, as though Dylan were one of those old bluesmen he so admires. And when on this Tramps ‘99 performance the band is directed to vamp on the riff for long non-vocal passages, the riff itself starts speaking to the song’s listeners as though these were whole new verses of evocative, mind-blowing, Bob-Dylan-in-his-prime lyrics. We’re used to Dylan achieving this effect with his harmonica solos. But he’s also been able, on good nights, to work the same magic through the instrument of his live band, flooding listeners with extensions of feelings and situations already evoked and described by his lyrics and singing, as though his harmonica, or his string-band-plus-drummer, were filling in the rest of the story, and filling us all with feelings by doing so. The master of language can also be a master of non-verbal language. And on this July ‘99 “Visions of Madonna,” as on the Feb. ‘66 Blonde on Blonde “Visions of Johanna,” the two collaborate to produce a transcendent work of art. In both cases, the drummer deserves almost as much credit as the singer. Nevertheless, it’s easy to predict that what you’ll remember of “VoM” and rave to your friends and children about is the singer’s phrasing on “Johanna’s not here!” and “the bones of her face,” and “… all that remain.” The drum beats and tones get into your bloodstream. But in the singer’s phrasing you can see and hear and feel a man being born. At age 58, with visions of Madonna pulsing through his body and brain. “Everything’s been returned which was owed,” indeed.

If you want to really learn something, listen to the Blonde on Blonde and Tramps versions of this song back to back, again and again, contemplating the thirty-three years of life experience that separate and unite the two performances …




I. Billy Parker

August 1986– May 1987


1.

Put yourself in Bob Dylan’s shoes, dear reader. It’s August 6, 1986, and you’re standing on a stage at a county fair in Paso Robles, California with the five members of your backing band, Tom Petty & the Heartbreakers, and your four backup singers, the Queens of Rhythm. It’s the 61st show you all have done together so far this year, and the last, because in ten days you’re flying to England to start filming a movie called Hearts of Fire, something you agreed to last spring and which will keep you from doing any more concerts this year, since filming is scheduled to last into November.

Right now you and the Queens are singing just the chorus from “Brownsville Girl,” a song from your new album (Knocked Out Loaded) that is going to be released this week. A film crew from ABC-TV is filming you singing “Brownsville girl, with your Brownsville curl, teeth like pearls, shining like the moon above …” for tomorrow night’s Entertainment Tonight program. The next song on the set list is “Masters of War.” The last song you did before the “Brownsville Girl” snippet was a cover of a country song expressing regret about the loss of a marriage, “You and Me, We Had It All;” which is interesting because the only album you’ll record in the next year or two, Down in the Groove, will lead off with a cover of a rhythm & blues tune called “Let’s Stick Together” (“You know we made a vow, not to leave one another never”).

Your mind is on the music, and the audience, but when it wanders for a moment you see James Dean’s face. In a few days you’ll tell your actor/playwright friend Sam Shepard (co-author of “Brownsville Girl”): “You know where I just was? Paso Robles. You know, on that highway where James Dean got killed? I was there at the spot. On the spot. A windy kinda place. The curve where he had the accident. I mean, the place where he died is as powerful as the place he lived. It’s on this kind of broad expanse of land. It’s like that place made James Dean who he is. If he hadn’t’ve died there he wouldn’t’ve been James Dean.”

So you’re onstage with your band and you’re thinking about an actor. That makes sense, in a way, because your next assignment after this county fair show is to be an actor. An actor playing the part of a musician, a “legendary musician who’s given it all up,” named Billy Parker.

A few days later you’re at your big house in Malibu and your friend Sam comes over to tape this interview with you for Esquire magazine, which he says is going to be more like a play constructed out of a recorded conversation than an interview. He’s a Pulitzer-Prize-winning playwright, so he’s entitled. When the piece appears in Esquire it’s called “True Dylan – a one-act play, as it really happened one afternoon in California.” And throughout the play, Bob Dylan keeps returning to the subject of James Dean. “The only reason I wanted to go to New York is ‘cause James Dean had been there.” SS: “So you really liked James Dean?” BD: “Oh, yeah. Always did.” SS: “How come?” BD: “Same reason you like anybody, I guess. You see somethin’ of yourself in them.”

So, dear reader, we open this book with one of the most difficult stretches in Bob Dylan’s career for you or me or anyone else to see something of themselves in his art: eleven months during which he recorded the Hearts of Fire soundtrack and Down in the Groove, played no concerts, and wrote and recorded only the following new songs: “Had A Dream About You, Baby,” “Night After Night,” “Silvio,” and “Ugliest Girl In The World.” Kinda bleak. What happened?

I don’t know, of course. But I would be derelict in my duty as a chronicler if I failed at this moment to share with you the following exchange from the Hearts of Fire press conference held in London on August 17, 1986:


Journalist: “In the words of Billy Parker, it says here, you say, ‘You wake up, you’re a star – so you’re a star, but there ain’t nothing to you no more, you’re empty.’ Is that a sentiment that you would agree with?”

Bob Dylan: “Some stars are like that, yeah.”

Journalist: “Are you?”

Dylan: “No, I’m not like that. But I’m playing another character who is like that. [pause] I’m getting into my character right now, so um …” [other journalists and attendees all laugh]



Ten days after the press conference, three weeks after examining the spot where James Dean exited, and two days after stepping before the camera for the first time as the star of a feature film (excluding the 1965 documentary Don’t Look Back and his own 1975 film Renaldo & Clara), Bob Dylan began two days of recording at London’s Townhouse recording studio, with such rock music notables as Eric Clapton and Ron Wood in his band, with the intent of getting on tape the songs that legendary semi-retired rock star Billy Parker will perform in the course of Hearts of Fire.

Hearts of Fire is a dreadfully bad movie. None of the characters is believable; the dialogue is predictable and flat; the dramatic hook – ambitious girl rock singer (American) in a love triangle with current rock superstar (British) and very famous has-been (American) – is entirely lacking in drama, largely because none of these lovers seems to care at all about the alleged object of his or her affections and desire. The musical performances and the rise-to-fame narrative are as unexciting and unconvincing as the love scenes. It’s hard to figure how such an egg could have been laid by then-hot and highly acclaimed American screenwriter Joe Eszterhas and then-hot British director Richard Marquand (whose recent films Jagged Edge and Return of the Jedi had been great critical and commercial successes). The movie was released in Britain in October 1987 and did very poorly. In the U.S. it has never been released theatrically, only on videocassette.

But Hearts of Fire is worth watching if you’re interested in Bob Dylan. Indeed, it’s the centerpiece of a trilogy of rare opportunities for the curious observer to see the “private” or “real” Bob Dylan, the one you’d meet if you worked with the man or somehow got invited to spend a few hours hanging out with him. What’s he like? Shepard’s True Dylan and Marquand’s Hearts of Fire and Christopher Sykes’s BBC-TV documentary Getting to Dylan together allow you and me to be flies on the wall watching Bob Dylan living his life and interacting with friends and other strangers from August to November 1986.

Iain Smith, co-producer of Hearts of Fire, got it exactly right (and gave us a glimpse of the director’s process and intent) when he told John Bauldie of The Telegraph: “I think Dylan is arguably the best thing in the film. It’s not because he’s a great actor, it’s because Richard has worked very hard to bring out, by cutting and editing Bob’s material, what is in the man, which is his natural charisma and his natural charm and graciousness. And the net result, particularly with an American audience, is that they cannot believe they’re seeing Dylan in this way. He’s not stodgy, he’s funny and quirky and strange and you watch him on the screen and you think, ‘Well he’s not acting’ – you can see that – but, and it’s a bit odd, he’s very, very watchable. You just want to watch him. And it’s a totally undefinable quality, but it’s a real quality.”

At the August 17 press conference, Dylan was asked: “Bob Dylan’s written four songs for this movie. Can he tell us anything about those, please?”

Dylan: “Well, I haven’t written those songs just yet.” [laughter]

Journalist: “Well, they tell us that you have.”

Dylan: “I’m about to …” [laughter]

“What are they going to be about?”

“They’re gonna be about the movie.”

“Are they going to be protest songs?”

“I hope so, yeah. [laughter] If Richard allows them to be.”

So on August 27 and 28 at Townhouse Studio, Dylan recorded “Had a Dream About You, Baby,” “Night after Night,” “The Usual” (by John Hiatt), and “A Couple More Years” (by Shel Silverstein and Dennis Locorriere).

Of these, the first two songs, the “originals,” are insipid. They sound like – and sound as though they were intended to sound like –meaningless filler, the artist’s Muse protesting against having to write songs on demand for somebody else’s script and agenda. “Night after night you wander the streets of my mind; night after night, don’t know what you think you will find … and there’s never any mercy in sight.” This can be heard as a “poetic” description of Dylan’s experience at the Hearts of Fire press conference. Indeed, the tenacious reporter from the Sunday Times – who wanted to know “why one of the biggest poets and musicians of this century feels he has to play someone who’s a retired star? Why aren’t you writing poetry? Why aren’t you doing the things you’re really great at?” –must have been surprised if he noticed that the really great Bob Dylan songs and performances on the Hearts of Fire soundtrack are the two songs he didn’t write himself.

“The Usual” is a superb rock vocal and band performance, indeed the only worthwhile track on the Hearts of Fire soundtrack album, which also includes “Night” and “Dream,” along with five songs sung by co-star Fiona and two sung by co-star Rupert Everett. “A Couple More Years” is not on the album, presumably because someone decided it was too short (less than a minute and a half) for the album context.

John Hiatt told the New Musical Express in 1987: “It’s funny. I was asked to write some stuff for the movie and I spoke to Dylan on the phone but I was gushing like some teenage girl – hands shaking, the whole bit. He must have thought I was a complete asshole. He said he wanted some stuff with a riff, so I started thinking, ‘riff, riff,’ and before I know it, I’m walking around and all I’m doing is writing Bob Dylan songs. There I was doing my best Bob Dylan impressions and, you know, it’s not hard but it’s not exactly what the guy wants. I realize that halfway through and think, ‘shit, Bob Dylan can write a Bob Dylan song better than I can.’ So I just gave him one of my old songs.”

As it happens, he gave Dylan exactly what he wanted and needed. I surmise that Hiatt was brought in because earlier in August Dylan began to feel panicky about the likelihood of his managing to write before August 27th a credible rock and roll single that could have been a big hit for Billy Parker back in his glory years (the 1960s, of course). So Bob confided in his director, Richard, who immediately offered to hire the best available songwriter to do a rush job. And then Bob, asked for a suggestion, thought of the guy who co-wrote “Across the Borderline,” a great movie song Dylan had been performing that year at almost every show since February 5th in New Zealand.

Of course it’s comic and endearing that John Hiatt, who had recently released one of the very best and most praised and enduring singer-songwriter albums of the 1980s (Bring the Family), admits to being so unnerved by his moment of distant proximity to Bob Dylan. As Dylan said in his 1974 song “Idiot Wind”: “People see me all the time and they just can’t remember how to act. Their minds are filled with big ideas, images and distorted facts.” This odd gravitational pull that Bob Dylan’s presence or the idea of his presence has on people is a significant subtext in Hearts of Fire. In one of his best scenes, Bob as Billy tells Molly (in response to her feisty “If I’m good, it [success] can’t be a trap”): “It is!! The better you are, the bigger the trap.” A look at the paperback novelization, which is based on the shooting script rather than the finished film, confirms that this is one of the instances in which Dylan “had a line rewritten so that he could speak it,” which, according to director Marquand, “happened quite a lot.” Hearts of Fire: “The better you are, the bigger the trap.” “Idiot Wind”: “You’ll find out when you reach the top, you’re on the bottom!”

And in “The Usual” we have the pleasure of Bob-Dylan-as-Billy-Parker (and in his best Mick Jagger voice) confessing, “My confidence is dwindling/Look at the shape I’m in,” and demanding hilariously, “Where’s my pearls?/Where’s the swine?” – which of course takes us right into the chorus: “I’m not thirsty, but I’m standing in line/I’ll have the usual!!” This song, from an album Hiatt recorded in 1985, is exactly what the legendary Mr. Dylan on the other end of the phone wanted and needed: a song with a riff that could thereby be transformed by Bob Dylan and a band of good musicians under his sway into a believable hard rock anthem that sounds like it could have been enough of a hit two decades ago to ensure that Billy Parker still inspires awe wherever he goes (and that doesn’t sound too much like a “Bob Dylan song”). In the shooting script the song was called “Night Fighter,” presumably Dylan’s clue that Billy Parker was not remembered for a “Sounds of Silence” or “Mellow Yellow,” but something more in the domain of a Rolling Stones single from their glory days.

The mark of a great artist, a Picasso or (Dylan’s favorite) Cezanne, is his ability to somehow get what he wants, to meet the challenge he has, consciously or intuitively, set himself for this particular painting or sculpture or song/performance. When the result is good, a great many factors enter in, but the one consistent one is the artist’s commitment to his work, to expressing his (or her) internal vision. I’m not saying that the recording of John Hiatt’s “The Usual” by Bob Dylan and his pick-up band included on the Hearts of Fire soundtrack album is great art (though it is very enjoyable), I’m saying it’s an example of a great artist at work. If his songwriting Muse goes on strike, he comes up with the exact song he needs some other way. (Keep in mind that his task is not to meet the fans’ or critics’ expectations; it’s to realize a felt, intuited vision, an assignment he has wordlessly given himself, this day or month or hour.)

Though we the public may expect great sounds from a 1987 studio band composed of guitar hero Eric Clapton and Rolling Stone Ron Wood and their peers, I believe that in fact the marvelous sonic crunch of the hard rock riff on this recording (very different from the pale sketch on Hiatt’s album) and the ecstatic instrumental rave-up that follows the third verse-and-chorus (comparable to high points of the Rolling Stones’ 1970 classic “Can’t You Hear Me Knocking”) are evidence of Bob Dylan’s remarkable artistry as a bandleader – his ability, in the moment of performance, to use the unwieldy gravitational pull of his presence to awaken the collective genius of a handful of musicians, in service to the music and the artist/bandleader’s internal vision. If we wonder how he does this, we can contemplate the grunt he makes after singing “I’ll have the usual!!” and the effect this may have subconsciously had on the musicians, who embark on their unscheduled epiphany seconds later. (Remember that the bandleader is also guiding and sparking the band via his own rhythm guitar playing.)

Bob Dylan had been a heavy drinker for close to three decades when he recorded this song. (John Bauldie: “There’s a story that Joan Baez once said that if you get drunk with Bob Dylan you can be in his band. Perhaps it’s a rather unkind question to ask you if alcohol helped in establishing his enthusiasm to work with you?” Richard Marquand: “Yes! He certainly has a very nice Cabernet Sauvignon there at the house. We certainly managed to get through a few bottles, that’s true!”) So it’s intriguing that circumstances conspired to have him select as Billy Parker’s theme a song structured around the jolly self-mockery and at times self-loathing of the social drinker (“I’m stepping over downed drunks at a party …” “Gonna drink till I sink/What am I talking about?”). “I’ll have the usual,” of course, is a tag-line from the social culture of alcohol, making this song a sequel to the Replacements’ equally poignant “Here Comes a Regular.”

“A Couple More Years,” Dylan’s other great performance from the Hearts of Fire soundtrack, is a different sort of example of an artist getting what he needs. Sometimes, as Bob Dylan has certainly often experienced as a songwriter, when you put yourself in the hands of your Muse you get a lot more than what you consciously asked for. You (if you’re Bob Dylan) read over the song you’ve just written and are surprised at the aptness and cleverness of certain images and words you don’t remember choosing consciously – you just needed a rhyme, or something.

In this case it isn’t the songwriter’s Muse that was appealed to -in regard to the Hearts of Fire songs that Muse kept telling BD, “If your task now and for the next few months is to be Billy Parker, who retired from the music scene ten years ago to live his own life, why would you wanna get any writing done?” – but, as with “The Usual,” the performer’s Muse. There’s some evidence that Dylan was still trying, on the first day of the Townhouse sessions, to write a sensitive love song for Billy to have just written for Molly when she’s begun her stardom and they’re both back on his chicken farm. That didn’t jell, but something or someone whispered in the singer’s ear that the perfect song for an older man in the same line of work to sing to a much younger girl he’s fallen for and wants to address as an equal is one Dylan knows already: “Remember, Bob, ‘A Couple More Years’ by Shel Silverstein, which you sang four times during your shows at the end of 1980?” “Yeah!” he says. “ ‘Well I got a couple more years on you babe, and that’s all.’ Yeah, that’s perfect!” So he gets in touch with feelings of tenderness he’s known (or felt recently) similar to what Billy might feel towards Molly at this moment, and he records a stunning, heartfelt performance of “A Couple More Years” … and only as he sings it, or listens to the playback, does he realize that the key line in the song seems to have been written specifically for Billy and Molly and this movie! “You’re heading somewhere, but I’ve been that somewhere, and found it’s nowhere at all.” Wow. How does the performer Muse do that?? Bob Dylan, one of the biggest poets of the century or not, thinks to himself that no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t possibly have written a more perfect lyric and tune for this moment in this script. Awesome.

I’ve already said, in the introduction to this volume, that the riff is the secret of Bob Dylan’s music and often the inspiration for his finest vocal performances. “A Couple More Years” is a better example of this than “The Usual.” The riff in “The Usual” does give shape and excitement to the recording, and in that sense gives Dylan something to jab his vocals into. But in the unique acoustic guitar figure Dylan plays and sings to in “A Couple More Years” we can recognize the singer’s inspiration, the immediate source of the powerful feelings stirred up in him and the extraordinary expressiveness of his singing throughout this brief tune. He’s singing to and with that riff (“a musical figure repeated persistently throughout a composition”) as if his fingers were Molly and his voice Billy.

It’s an astonishing performance (and, unfortunately, not yet available on any “official” Bob Dylan album). Almost every word of the vocal (for example, “fly” in “I’ve had more chances to fly and more places to fall”) seems to be a multilayered essay describing aspects of the speaker’s life and expressing and clarifying his perception of reality. The word “all” is sung five times, and carries different messages and emotions every time. The subtlety of the phrasing is impressive. I wonder if singing (and gesturing with) the same little word in thirty deeply felt performances of “You and Me, We Had It All” on tour earlier in the year helped prepare the singer for this tour de force?

“Night After Night” and “Had A Dream About You, Baby” are, perhaps, true to Bob Dylan’s 8/86 sense of Billy Parker as a man and musician in that they’re “empty.” Even the fact that “Dream” has a recognizable riff doesn’t seem to help. The riff makes a difference only when it inspires the singer to sing to it and with it and to express himself. But of course that can’t happen every time. By way of Bob Dylan trivia, other fans besides me have noticed that the riff in “Had A Dream About You, Baby” is quite reminiscent of “Love Her with a Feeling,” the “warm-up” song Dylan sang to open many of his 1978 shows (he’d found the song on an old album by blues singer Tampa Red).

But the non-emptiness of Bob Dylan as a singer-performer and even as a songwriter at the time of these Townhouse recordings is evidenced by an obscure and remarkable souvenir of these sessions that can be found on an illicit compilation called The Genuine Bootleg Series, Take 2 (“genuine” because unlike Columbia Records’ 1991 box set Bob Dylan the Bootleg Series, these compilations really are bootlegs, unauthorized by the artist or his record company or song publisher). This song would presumably be called “To Fall in Love with You” if it had ever been completed and released officially. It’s not included in the movie in any form, and seems to have been intended for the “I wrote this song for you” slot filled by “A Couple More Years,” the scene of Billy romancing Molly on his chicken farm late in the movie.

“To Fall in Love with You” is unfinished – Dylan is singing what he has called “dummy lyrics,” slurred improvised words marking rhythmic and melodic spaces when a song-in-progress is close enough to have a structure and a catch-phrase, but most of the actual lyrics and the storyline that will connect them are not yet revealed to the composer – but it isn’t empty. It’s remarkably full of feeling. The clear message is that the speaker expects himself to fall in love with the addressee and is eager to enjoy that intoxicating experience, but at the same time that it seems enticingly imminent it also hasn’t really happened yet, and so he’s caught in excited anticipation and bemused uncertainty both at once. This is a rich and complex emotional moment, and “To Fall in Love with You” as a performance captures and conveys it magnificently. Not empty at all. Another idiosyncratic example of Bob Dylan’s genius.

Why does it feel so authentic? Presumably because at this very moment in late August 1986, Bob Dylan really is hoping and wanting to fall in love with this movie he’s agreed to make, and he’s excited about the prospect and anxious and vulnerable because it hasn’t quite happened to him yet. “I feel no love; I feel no shame,” he sings in the last verse of the song. A year later, producer Smith told Dylan scholar Bauldie: “He came right off the tour into the beginnings of the film, just a few days away from the start of shooting – really a very heavy time for him. And I genuinely believe that he hadn’t even started to think about the film. Later, once he’d become part of the team, knew us all and trusted us and began to enjoy himself, he sort of indicated that even when we started shooting he still wasn’t sure that he wanted to do the film!”

What is immediately striking about this track is how much feeling the singer seems to put into what he’s saying, even though the words don’t quite make sense … and, as it progresses, what a fine groove bass and drums and guitar and voice achieve – also full of feeling – even though the structure of the song seems as improvised as the lyrics. Another striking element of the performance is Dylan’s pitch changes from line to line, varying the tone and intensity of his voice so deliberately you could easily imagine two different singers are duetting, trading lines, as occurs in some gospel singing. Or you could imagine two sides of Bob Dylan (born in the sign of Gemini, the Twins) are talking to each other while skillfully singing together.

The opening verse goes something like this: “Now deal go down/My day early/Like a dyin’ eye/Upon the sea/And ages roll/From me from you/What pair is I?/What can I do?/Let down your mind/And the deal is done/I can believe/Fought in the dark/What I could find/Oh time is righ-lu/I feel in love/To fall in love/To fall in love [pause] with you.” This is sung with great conviction. The band (led by the drummer) audibly kicks into gear after the first chorus, as though it signals them that this really is a song. The second verse begins, “Yes, day is done/My time is right/Day in the night/Deep in the night,” and the music is sounding so good and so meaningful one wishes he’d been able to finish or find this song, although the rough draft is a treasure and a pleasure in itself.

In short, a very rare opportunity to watch the songwriter and the songwriter’s Muse at work – like a dyin’ eye, upon the sea. The powerful opening image (“Now deal go down”) is straight out of the singer’s subconscious and Robert Johnson’s 1936 recording “Last Fair Deal Gone Down.” A further glimpse of the artist’s mind at work comes in the midst of the third verse, when his voices boom: “Where ages roll/Where ages fly/I hear your name/Where angel lies.” Presumably “ages fly” suggested “angel lies.” The next line is “What do I know?” Indeed.

“Artist at work” is also the theme (by BD’s willful and clever choice) of the filmed-in-1986 BBC-TV documentary Getting to Dylan. This 50-minute film was shot on the set of Hearts of Fire in England and Canada, fall ‘86, and aired on BBC’s Omnibus programme in 1987. I tend to agree with Clinton Heylin’s assessment (in his biography Behind the Shades): “Getting to Dylan remains the essential filmed portrait of Dylan in the eighties, an important adjunct to Don’t Look Back, Eat the Document and Renaldo & Clara, the three previous films to deal with the Dylan myth.”

Getting to Dylan begins with footage of 22-year-old Bob Dylan singing “With God on Our Side” on a BBC programme in 1964. This segues into what appears to be Bob Dylan arriving at a British airport in 1986 with a guitar in a case on his shoulder. It turns out to be Bob Dylan acting the part of Billy Parker – cleverly, the audio track is the same young voice as the first segment, but now singing “The Times They Are A-Changin’.” Soon we see director Marquand speaking of what it’s like working with Dylan: “He’s a sweetheart, he’s a real sweetheart” (said with affection and sincerity). And next, Bob Dylan at the Hearts of Fire press conference quoted earlier in this chapter.

The press conference footage is funny, and our first opportunity to be intimate with the subject of the documentary, to see what Bob Dylan is like now – 1986 press conference tactics and humor as compared with 1965 (Don’t Look Back) tactics. And, as in the film of his wonderful 1965 San Francisco press conference, we the viewers can see (if our minds are not too full of images and distorted facts) for ourselves some of the sweetness of the private man. It’s in the faces he makes, his half-shrugs and gestures, his laughter, the offbeat sincerity and dignity of his presence, his timing. He knows how to play to his audience, whether it’s his director sitting next to him, or the room full of journalists and functionaries, or you and me on the other side of the camera, watching from the future. It’s subtle, but it’s still that Chaplin-like ability to get us to sympathize with and laugh at his predicament.

The documentary continues in a Bristol theater called Colston Hall, where a Billy Parker concert is being staged and filmed (with 1,000 paid extras in the role of “audience”). We see “Billy” tell the crowd, “I’m gonna sing this song for the millionth time. I’m so sick of it, I could puke. But I’m gonna sing it anyway …” And he launches into “Had a Dream About You, Baby.” We see a few seconds of Dylan (not Parker) signing autographs for the eager Bristol extras, then producer Smith talking about working with Dylan, and a scene in which Bob as Billy comes in drinking from a Jack Daniel’s whiskey bottle. We see him tell the director, “I messed it up again.” Marquand reassures him (“You almost got it, there”). The documentary shows us more footage of the film being made, and then Marquand tells how he met and spent time with Dylan back in March, “hanging around” at his Malibu house while they got to know each other. “Now I can just say, ‘hi!’ without worrying about it,” he explains. “But when you’re dealing with such an incredibly charismatic character, people do tend to advance in a very odd way, aware of the icon they’re dealing with, rather than the human being.”

So after some more footage of the movie being made, including a minute of Dylan improvising on electric guitar while waiting for the next concert shot, and a stunt coordinator instructing Bob on how to jump into the crowd and grab and shake a heckler, and Rupert Everett admitting that the idea of getting to know him (Dylan) was “really exciting” for everyone involved with the film, we get to the heart of the documentary, a 25-minute conversation with Bob Dylan in his trailer, his home during the month of shooting in Toronto.

Appropriately – since the title of the documentary is “Getting to Dylan” and since the interviewer, Christopher Sykes, starts by asking, “How do you decide when to talk to people and when not to?” – Dylan immediately takes charge of the interview and transforms it into a multilayered work of art that is as dazzling and unexpected and as stimulating and confounding in its implications as a first-rate Bob Dylan song. He does this – and we get to actually watch the idea occur to him, as though a big light bulb appears above his head in a thought balloon, as he and the interviewer and camera crew are about to enter the trailer – by getting his sketchpad and pen and then intently studying Sykes and drawing his portrait throughout the interview. So what we have is a portrait of the artist in the act of creating a portrait of his interrogator.

First of all, this gives Dylan something to do with his energy and his nervousness while he attempts to answer Sykes’s questions. Like when he’s singing a song on stage, he now has something to focus on, a sense of purpose. Early in the conversation, before we can see what he’s doing with his hands and why he keeps looking up so keenly, he asks the interviewer, “Could you grow your beard just a little bit more, er, like … next time?” (Dylan’s condition for this day’s filmed interview was that it be a trial run, to see how things go before he commits himself to an actual interview. “We’re just testing out here now,” he says at the beginning. “Nothing’s for sure; we’re just casting people here.”)

In the first volume of this series about Bob Dylan as a performing artist, I discuss some famous photographs of Dylan in Woodstock New York taken by Daniel Kramer in 1964. Kramer later reported, “I found him sitting at a dining booth in the kitchen reading a newspaper. He turned the pages of the newspaper, and seemed never to acknowledge my presence. This set the pace. Apparently he was not going to do anything especially for the camera. It was not that he was not cooperating. Actually he was being cooperative in his way – he allowed me to be with him, he allowed me to photograph him and to select my own pictures, as long as they derived from the situation I found him in.”

In a stroke of good luck or inspired genius or manipulativeness, or all three, Dylan arrived at a set for this 25-minute screen test that is as simple and provocative and perfect and clever as the covers of his first six albums. Next to his talking head and restless body, throughout the interview, we see a page torn from a tabloid newspaper and stuck onto the wall of the trailer with the prominent headlines “Sinatra and Me – by Liz Taylor” (top) and “Pow! Rocky to the Rescue” (center of page) and a photo of Bob’s friend Liz in a dress that shows two-thirds of her prominent breasts, so that often while Dylan is talking we find ourselves hypnotized by the dance of his frizzy halo of hair and Liz Taylor’s decolletage. Interestingly, Dylan’s costume for the moment is a white shirt with buttons open revealing his own bare chest. The insider/fan may realize that Taylor is a personal friend of Dylan’s, and that Dylan is a great admirer of Sinatra’s work as a singer.

The “Pow!” in the center of this bit of stage design appropriately makes us think of 1960s New York City pop art. The tabloid page resonates with the heated discussion in the interview of how people (and the press) treat and respond to famous people. The fact that the article we’re staring at is, according to the headline, not only about Liz Taylor but by her also resonates with the performance we’re watching. And no, it doesn’t feel like Dylan has stuck the page up just to provide a good backdrop for this filmed interview and show off his cleverness (though, certainly, he has consciously positioned himself for this shoot) … rather it feels as though he’d put Liz and Frank on the wall of his trailer to amuse himself and to make himself feel more at home when retreating to this bit of private space.

In that other book, I wrote: “Reading Kramer’s description of working with Dylan, and looking at the photographs, I get insight into the mystery of who Dylan is. His sitting and reading the paper, not acknowledging the camera, going on about his business, is itself a performance – he knows the camera is there, perhaps even senses eyes looking at the photograph months or decades later, and he is choosing a way of being with the camera that feels right to him, that allows him to express himself accurately. It is a very conscious way of being: his presence fills the space, he has removed the camera’s power to make him something he’s not – not by ‘being natural’ but by actually expanding his performance and making the camera and cameraman work under his unspoken direction. He does the same thing with musicians on stage or in the recording studio. He doesn’t tell them what to do. Rather he fills the space in such a way that whatever they do is in relation to his aesthetic presence.”

Artist at work. Early in the footage, the subject of the documentary teases the producer/interviewer by telling him he may or may not show him his portrait when he’s finished drawing it. “If it’s good, I’ll show it to you; if not, forget it!” In the end, he does hold it up so Sykes can see it (though the camera sneaks a few peeks at the work-in-progress before that). Then, in a wonderful moment, Dylan snatches up his own book Lyrics and holds the cover (a sketched self-portrait) in one hand next to the just-finished Sykes portrait in his other hand, and asks, “See the similarities here?” In other words, the portrayer always ends up drawing a self-portrait. Take that, Mr. Interviewer! And of course, there are striking similarities. A further nice touch on the part of producer/editor Sykes is that we the viewers never see him on camera. We hear his voice, but only see his face in Dylan’s sketch. So we can’t compare Dylan’s drawing with his subject’s “actual” appearance. We only see him as Dylan sees him, if indeed his hand has succeeded in its task. “I’m not sure I’d show this to anybody, actually,” Dylan says, as he holds it up and shows it to us. Which makes me wonder how much the premise that this particular filmed interview was supposed to be a “trial run” helped free the subject from self-consciousness?

Throughout the interview, we the viewers are mesmerized by the amount of attention Dylan seems to be paying us, as his powerful eyes repeatedly look up to assess us (the camera … actually, Sykes’s face) and we feel his attempt to penetrate, to understand, to capture. A quick intent glance, then his eyes flicker down to check the results hand and pen are getting, then flicker back, staring boldly. We feel his commitment, his uncertainty, his frustrations, his excitement, the keenness and sincerity of his engagement in this creative process. It’s particularly fascinating to watch his mind and mouth trying to answer questions accurately and justly at the same time that his mind and hand are doing the same thing. The juggler. “And if you hear vague traces of skippin’ reels of rhyme to your tambourine in time, it’s just a ragged clown behind, I wouldn’t pay it any mind, it’s just a shadow you’re seein’ that he’s chasing.”

The Sykes interview is, of course, a fantastic opportunity to be intimate with Bob Dylan, to see what he’s really like. Not only do we watch him (in tight close-up) concentrating for more than twenty minutes on a piece of creative-work-in-progress he cares about, we also watch him (as in the press conference films) trying to answer questions, and coping with the feelings that arise in him as he does so. And we see him absently rubbing his cheeks and eyes, scratching his head, in a manner familiar to us from his television appearances. We see (particularly in his sketch-making process, but also in his animated dialogue with the interviewer) that famous nervous energy coursing through him that we’ve read about in descriptions of the young Bob Dylan, the leg that won’t stop moving. In this case, it’s more often elegant than awkward. Dylan is standing and half-standing most of the time as he sketches and answers questions on camera, and so he is constantly stretching his wiry but muscular body in a variety of ways that are expressive and attractive; yes, he’s 45 years old but still lithe and vibrant, as sexy as ever in his unique Bob Dylan way, as interesting to watch as any cat. Artist at work. Nervous and curious and inventive mind pacing back and forth before your eyes.

It is of course intimate to be in the star’s dressing room and living room, his private trailer on the movie set, rather like the wonderful footage of ABC-TV’s Bob Brown interviewing Dylan in 1985 on a lawn overlooking the ocean at the singer’s Malibu home (or the great photo in a 1995 Newsweek of Dylan with his dog and his canvases in his drawing studio at home). But what makes Getting to Dylan the “essential filmed portrait of Dylan in the eighties” is the extent to which the camera and the direction and Dylan’s own devices for disarming his defenses and self-consciousness (i.e. turning the “interview” into an unpaid sitting in which Sykes is modelling for Dylan) allow us to be present with the man’s feelings and perceptions and values and personality as he talks about songwriting (“I don’t have any set way of writing songs”), and money, and obsessive fans, and the impact of being famous, and how he decides when to give autographs.

We see him get irritated, not because the interviewer’s an idiot (he’s not), but because certain topics bring up old wounds and confront him with his own sensitivity in the face of a world that makes unreasonable requests of him and criticizes him harshly for not conforming even as they claim to love him for being a non-conformist. And because we’re with him from before the interview starts (and have watched him figure out how to position himself for this situation), we’re able to see through his eyes and maybe even feel for a few moments how it feels to be he.

Early in the interview, Dylan says about performing: “I don’t do it for love. I do it because I can do it and I think I’m good at it. That’s all I do it for.” Sykes responds: “Does that explain why the other evening at the sort of mock concert, you didn’t sort of say anything to the audience? You know, people in the press, they said, ‘Well, people all turned up to this thing, and why didn’t Dylan just say hello?’ “ Dylan gets irritated: “What was I supposed to say hello for? It doesn’t have nothin’ to do with me. I’m there making a movie. Are you serious?”

Sykes: “Yeah, I’m serious. That’s what they said.” Dylan: “Well, why didn’t you tell ‘em?” [Implicitly: “You got a lot of nerve to say you are my friend …”] Sykes: “No. I mean. I just read it in the paper. And that made me wonder, why didn’t you say it? If it were me, I’d feel the pressure. I’d feel the pressure.” Dylan: “No -no matter what you say, it’s not enough, is it? You know, if I coulda gone out and said, ‘Hello everybody, how ya doin’ out there?’ And they’d say, ‘Play a song, Bob, play a song!’ I’d say, ‘Oh man, I don’t feel like it right now.’ Then that would be in the press: ‘Dylan was there. He was grumpy. He’s moody. He’s a recluse. He came out for a few minutes and said hello to the audience and went back into his trailer … into the seclusion of his own little kingdom.’ Which is what, you know, people would say. I’m just actually quoting you almost verbatim something that has been said.”

Not only will they stone you for not saying hello and stone you for saying hello and going back to your trailer, they also will of course stone you for getting irritated, even in an interview with a guy you like, which is just a trial run, and is taking place very much under controlled conditions you’ve wisely created yourself. In other words, no matter how careful and clever you are, you could find yourself being inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in January 1988, and hear Bruce Springsteen say in his speech introducing you: “About three months ago, I was watching TV and a Rolling Stone special came on and Bob came on. And he was in a real cranky mood. It seemed like he was kind of bitching and moaning about how his fans don’t know him, and nobody knows him, and that they come up to him on the street and kind of treat him like a long-lost brother or somethin’.”

What Springsteen and a few million other people saw on the Rolling Stone TV special was a two-minute excerpt from the Sykes interview, taken out of context – not maliciously, but because it was good copy, effective “entertainment.” The context is a monologue following the “why didn’t you say ‘hello’?” exchange, on the subject of what it’s like to be famous. Dylan says: “Say you’re passing a little pub or inn, and you look through the window and you see all the people eating and talking and carrying on. You can see them all be very real with each other, as real as they’re gonna be. Because when you walk into the room, it’s over! You won’t see them being real any more. Things have changed just because a person walks into a room that can be a focus point for everybody, you know? Maybe that’s got something to do with it [what fame is]. I really can’t say. I don’t pay any attention to it!”

Sykes: “Is it a drag, then? No, you just said you don’t pay any attention to it.” Dylan: “No, I don’t pay any attention to it! Life is short, you know? And, what do most people want from me? They want your autograph. Nobody knows me and I don’t know them! You know? They walk up and they think they know me because I’ve written some song that, uh, happens to … uh … bother them in a certain way and they can’t get rid of it, you know, in their mind. That’s got nothing to do with me! They still don’t know me. And I still don’t know them. So they walk, you know, up as if, ah, as if we’re long-lost brothers or sisters, or something! You know, that’s kinda … you know. I think I could prove that in any court!”

From “Nobody knows me” to “in any court” is the excerpt that appeared (with no explanation or contexting) in the “Bob Dylan” segment of the Rolling Stone TV show. So put yourself in Bob Dylan’s shoes again, dear reader. What is the “right” way to do a filmed interview? Take tranquilizers beforehand?

As far as context goes, a few minutes earlier Sykes told Dylan that he recently encountered a particularly scary obsessive fan who’s been following Dylan around the world lately, and said: “One does think about John Lennon getting shot, and maybe you have to worry about something like that.” So in context, Dylan’s comments on being famous and having fans come up to you were a lot less cranky than might have been expected … And when we see him say them in Getting to Dylan, it’s not hard to follow his train of thought, to empathize with the man caught inside the myth. “They think they know me …” False portraits everywhere. “He’s moody.” Even from his fellow singer-celebrity Springsteen! Even at the Hall of Fame induction! “You’ll find out when you reach the top …”

A particularly choice moment (aesthetically speaking) in the Getting to Dylan interview occurs after Sykes says, following an attempt to get Dylan to speculate about where his songs come from, “Plenty of people know how to do the technical stuff [of song-writing], but you know how to tell stories.” Dylan [thoughtfully]: “Really?” Sykes: “Well, you like telling stories in your songs.” Dylan shrugs with a very brief expressive gesture that involves moving one shoulder while pursing his lips: “Not really.” Sykes [quickly]: “No?” Dylan [continuing the thought he just expressed via gesture]: “I don’t know how many stories I’ve written.” Sykes: “Just some observations?” And then comes the special moment. Dylan [still thoughtful, carefully considering the other’s comments out of respect for him, but simultaneously trying to report accurately and honestly (out of respect for himself) what comes up in him now on this topic]:


“Yeah, I wouldn’t call them stories. Stories are things which have a beginning, middle, and end. My things are more like, uh … uh … [you can see him thinking], short, uh … short attention span things that happens in a group of crowded people, that goes down, uh … very quickly, so, uh, the normal eye wouldn’t even notice it.”



What is delightful about this is that as you watch and listen (seeing a transcript on paper is not the same), you can recognize the exact intonation and therefore state of consciousness with which Bob Dylan in 1965 wrote “my songs’re written with the kettledrum in mind/a touch of any anxious color” and sang “At times I think there are no words but these to tell what’s true.” So we get to watch that mind at work, in close-up dialogue with a guy he trusts (for the moment), finding the words and rhythms, gestures, in which to tell what’s true, with a touch of anxious color the normal eye wouldn’t even notice (but we love Bob Dylan’s art because he treats us with a respect that acknowledges that we’re not normal eyes and ears, that suggests his trust that we might notice something that goes down very quickly).

Immediately before this brief sequence, we see his eye and hand working on his drawing. After it, is a comic moment in which Sykes nervously says, “I have to look at my list!” and scrambles trying to find the list of questions he prepared, until Dylan says, “Here’s your list, I’ll bet!” and pulls it out from under his drawing, where it had somehow become employed as a backup sheet between sketch and pad.

So if you want to get to Dylan, listening to his performances is the recommended path, but watching this little filmed performance will also help.

Sam Shepard’s True Dylan interview/play recorded a few months earlier doesn’t have the advantage of allowing us to see Dylan’s face and body language and hear his voice and its timing and phrasing – but it has another kind of advantage, in that this really is a private exchange between friends, in the man’s house, without the obtrusiveness of a camera rolling. If the subject of James Dean keeps coming up, it’s not because the interviewer (Shepard) brings it up. It’s because that’s what’s on Bob Dylan’s mind at this moment, along with “I just gotta make one more phone call, all right?” We even get to hear (see on the page) parts of the phone calls: “Maria? Hi, it’s me again. [pause, laughs] Yeah, I just like the sound of your voice. Listen, what’s the area code for Tulsa, do you know?” Dylan has a daughter named Maria, so there’s a further touch of intimacy, even if we never find out much about the party she tells him about, which he eventually decides to avoid: “Naw, I think I’m gonna pass. [pause] I dunno. Sounds like too many record producers. [pause] Yeah, I’ll just hang around here, probably.”

So if you wanted it, there it is, the true Dylan. The one who’s being very real when you look through the window (but when you walk into the room, it’s over, so look out!). For a further taste, you also have the option of watching a bad movie called Hearts of Fire wherein Richard Marquand, in his last film before dying suddenly of a heart attack just before the movie’s release in fall ‘87, really did succeed in bringing out and capturing “what is in the man [Dylan, not Billy Parker], his charisma and his natural charm and graciousness.”

Or, as Bob Dylan and Sam Shepard told us in “Brownsville Girl”: “The only thing we knew for sure about Henry Porter was that his name wasn’t Henry Porter.”


2.

November 8, 1986 was the last day of filming for Hearts of Fire. On April 3, 1987, Bob Dylan began recording a new album. The months in between were partly filled with the sort of semipublic activities we’ve come to expect from once-legendary figures (“famous long ago”) like Billy Parker. On 11/10/86 Dylan inducted songwriter-performer Gordon Lightfoot into the Juno Hall of Fame at the annual Canadian Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences dinner in Toronto. A month later, he dropped in on some old friends from the folk music world, Happy and Artie Traum and John Herald in Woodstock, New York; they spent the evening at Herald’s cabin singing “Barbara Allen” and various Woody Guthrie songs. In January, Dylan visited the Grateful Dead in a recording studio in northern California to discuss plans for a tour together in summer 1987.

February 19, 1987, Bob Dylan and ex-Beatle George Harrison and ex-Creedence Clearwater Revival leader John Fogerty made a surprise appearance onstage at a club in Hollywood, California, playing guitar and singing backup vocals with their friends Taj Mahal and Jesse Ed Davis. On March 2nd, Dylan attended Elizabeth Taylor’s 55th birthday party at Burt Bacharach’s Los Angeles home, at which, it is reported, he sang a duet with Michael Jackson and sang “Happy Birthday” with Stevie Wonder, Dionne Warwick and Gladys Knight. On March 11, 1987, along with Mikhail Baryshnikov, Rosemary Clooney, and many other performers, Dylan participated in a tribute to George Gershwin at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in New York. He sang (accompanying himself on acoustic guitar) a brief and haunting version of “Soon,” a 1930 Ira and George Gershwin film song once recorded by Ella Fitzgerald.

One of the musicians invited to the April 1987 recording sessions was told that Dylan was working on Self Portrait, part two. And sure enough, as with Self Portrait (1970), every song recorded or attempted at the April sessions for what would become Down in the Groove (released May 1988) was a “cover,” a song written and first recorded by someone else, with the exception of two songs that are lyrics from Grateful Dead lyricist Robert Hunter’s notebook that Dylan liked and put music to – “Silvio” and “Ugliest Girl in the World.”

In 1985, talking with Cameron Crowe for the Biograph box set booklet and responding to a question about what he might do in the future, Dylan said, “I guess I’d like to do a concept album like, you know, [Willie Nelson’s] Red-Headed Stranger or something, maybe a children’s album, or an album of cover songs but I don’t know if the people would let me get away with that … ‘A Million Miles from Nowhere,’ ‘I Who Have Nothing,’ ‘All My Tomorrows,’ ‘I’m in the Mood for Love,’ ‘More than You Know,’ ‘It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie’ …”

There are four songs on Down in the Groove that were written by Bob Dylan – the two collaborations with Robert Hunter, “Had a Dream About You, Baby” from the Hearts of Fire session in August ‘86, and “Death Is Not the End,” an outtake from the spring ‘83 sessions for the Infidels album. The other six tracks are from the April ‘87 sessions; all are covers, as are three other noteworthy tracks recorded at these sessions: “Pretty Boy Floyd” (which was recorded for and released on Folkways: A Vision Shared – a Tribute to Woody Guthrie and Leadbelly), “Important Words” (a ballad by rockabilly singer Gene Vincent), and my current favorite performance from these sessions, “Got Love If You Want It” (a blues rocker by Slim Harpo which had also been covered by British rock groups the Kinks and the Yardbirds and by another of Dylan’s rockabilly heroes, Warren Smith).

The other songs known to have been recorded or attempted at Dylan’s Los Angeles sessions in April 1987 are “Willie and the Hand Jive” and “Twist and Shout” (R&B hits from 1958 and 1962 which were both songs Dylan had participated in at the impromptu all-star club jam two months earlier), “Just When I Needed You Most” (a 1979 pop hit), “Look on Yonders Wall” and “Rollin’ and Tumblin’ “ (blues-rock standards) and “Red Cadillac and a Black Moustache” and “Rock With Me, Baby” (rockabilly covers Dylan had sung at some of his 1986 concerts).

Down in the Groove is widely agreed to be one of Bob Dylan’s weakest albums, though it has its moments – notably “Rank Strangers to Me,” a plaintive bluegrass song about feeling lost in this world.

In August 1988 Dylan told Kathryn Baker of the Associated Press: “There’s no rule that claims that anyone must write their own songs. And I do. I write a lot of songs. But so what, you know? You could take another song somebody else has written and you could make it yours. I’m not saying I made a definitive version of anything with this last record, but I liked the songs. Every so often you’ve gotta sing songs that’re out there. You just have to, just to keep yourself straight.”

In the same interview, he acknowledged that one factor in his recording an album of “covers” was that he hadn’t been doing much songwriting himself recently: “Writing is like such an isolated thing. You’re in such an isolated frame of mind. You have to get into or be in that place. In the old days, I could get to it real quick. I can’t get to it like that no more. It’s not that simple. I mean, just being able to shut yourself off for long periods of time, where you’re so isolated no one can get to you, mentally or physically, you know? You need to be able to do that in order to come up with that kind of stuff. You’re always capable of it in your youth, and especially if you’re an unknown and nobody cares, like if you’re an anonymous person. But once that all ends, then you have to create not only what you want to do, but you have to create the environment to do it in, which is double hard.”

This of course is what Billy Parker tries to warn Molly McGuire about in Hearts of Fire. In the 1988 interview, Dylan went on to explain: “I don’t write about things. I write from inside of something, and I sing and play the same way. It’s never about that something, hoping to touch it. It’s rather from the inside of it, reaching out.”

The power of “Rank Strangers” and “Got Love” as performances is the extent to which we feel the singer’s presence inside the characters singing these songs, reaching out to us from these particular (and evocative) life situations. “Songs are just thoughts,” Bob Dylan told Bill Flanagan in 1985. “For the moment they stop time. [Mind out of time!] Songs are supposed to be heroic enough to give the illusion of stopping time. With just that thought. To hear a song is to hear someone’s thought, no matter what they’re describing.” So the relative success of these two tracks, and the relative lack of success of most of the others recorded for or included on Down in the Groove, is a function of the singer/performer’s presence inside that song, that thought, at the moment of performance, and the extent to which we the listeners feel that presence and receive, are given, the illusion that time has stopped and we are in this character’s situation ourselves, we are him, we are in his moment – or not. Overwhelmingly, ecstatically. Or not quite. In this case the “not quite”s add up and sink the album as an overall listening experience.

Also in April 1987, Bob Dylan recorded some statements about Woody Guthrie for use in a forthcoming BBC radio program. These comments were also included in the liner notes for the Guthrie/Leadbelly tribute album. They are interesting for what they tell us about the speaker. Recalling his reactions when he first heard Guthrie’s records (at age 18): “There are so many reasons why he was different, you could fill a book. He had a sound. Well, everybody has a sound, but he had a particular sound, more or less a Carter Family type sound. And he had something that needed to be said. And that was highly unusual to my ears. Usually you would have one or the other, you know, but he always had something to say.”

It seems reasonable to guess that Bob Dylan’s criteria for the songs he was choosing to sing and the recording sessions he was organizing and supervising (he was his own producer for this album) in spring ‘87 were that each song have something to say, and that the finished tracks and album achieve a sound that would be different from whatever the record buyers might be expecting and would be deeply true to Bob Dylan’s musical and philosophical vision (his thoughts) at this moment in his life. He was reaching for something (or from inside of something). Later in the Guthrie interview/statements, Dylan said: “There was an innocence to Woody Guthrie. There was a certain type of innocence that I never regained – I know that’s what I was looking for. Whether it was real or it was a dream, who’s to say? But it was like a kind of lost innocence. And after him it was over.”

Segue to the first track of Down in the Groove, “Let’s Stick Together.” This recording has a sound. As surely as the opening (title) track of Shot of Love (1981), of which Dylan has said, “It’s my most perfect song; it defines where I am at spiritually, musically, romantically and whatever else; it shows where my sympathies lie.” Other interview comments indicate that it is the sound of the performance and recording that pleases him so much in “Shot of Love,” not primarily the lyrics. The lyrics and the sound and the energy and spirit of the performance work together to create a unit of expression that is very satisfying to him, possibly a magical moment of enthusiastic innocence regained. And intuitively I feel that “Let’s Stick Together” leads off Down in the Groove, and survived the several revisions Dylan made to the sequence and contents of this album, because the punch in the vocal and in the band performance (especially the harmonica), and the feel of the mix, and the message conveyed by sound and lyrics together are in fact the closest Dylan could come or could hope to come to expressing where he was at spiritually, musically, romantically and whatever else at this moment in his artistic and personal life. This is what he had to say. Or, in any case, an arrow pointing in that direction.

“Let’s Stick Together” doesn’t say a lot to me, but I’ve always enjoyed it as a lead-off track, the energy and earnestness of the performance (particularly the intro and first verse, and the harmonicaled jam between verses three and four). Listening to Wilbert Harrison’s original 1959 version (the follow-up to his big hit “Kansas City”) is a revelation, because it’s actually a rather dull, predictable rock and roll shuffle, with an unconvincing vocal. This tells us how much of an original statement this 1987 Bob Dylan performance-and-arrangement is. In autumn 1986 Christopher Sykes asked Dylan, “What makes a good song?” BD replied: “Melody. Rhythm. That stuff, I guess. But mostly it’s sentiment – whether you can identify with what the sentiment of the song is, what the song says, as a song. That’s what makes a good song. Someone would say, ‘This is a good song,’ and someone else would say, ‘That‘s a good song.’ Whether it’s true for anybody makes it a good … anything.” So though I don’t identify with the sentiment and therefore don’t connect with “Let’s Stick Together,” as an appreciator of Bob Dylan I am quite impressed by how clearly he conveys his own identification with the sentiment he hears in this song, what it once said to him and what it very passionately says for him and through him right now.

Every moment of the vocal and band performance is vibrant, but the standout epiphanic moments within these three minutes are Dylan’s delivery of the lines “the marriage vow you know it’s very sacred” and “consider the child, cannot be happy without his Mom and his Pappy” … and the way these moments are framed within the band performance, the arrangement. Dylan is mysteriously and charmingly full of conviction here. His depth of feeling is certainly related to the end of his own marriage (in 1977) while his children were still young, but I find myself believing (and some little-known biographical facts support this) that he is in fact singing the song to himself and particularly to a lover of his who has borne him a child and whom he wishes to “stick” with him (even though whatever marriage they have is not a conventional one nor, probably, an exclusive one). The song, and much of the album, is for Bob Dylan about marriage as a question, as an ideal, as a mysterious force. The album, as we shall see, is also about beauty as a question, and love and sex likewise. Sung and played from the inside.

An album mostly of cover songs draws our attention to Bob Dylan’s relationship with songs. Oddly enough, the man who told Nat Hentoff (during their Playboy interview in 1966), “message songs are a drag, only college newspaper editors and single girls under fourteen could possibly have time for them” (he went on to say he was going to “rent Town Hall and put about thirty Western Union boys on the bill”) … this man seems to hear and receive and remember songs as messages. By way of example, there’s another moment in the Christopher Sykes interview outtakes (not seen in Getting to Dylan) when, in a discussion of politics, Dylan says:

“Afghanistan rebels are okay … But in El Salvador the rebels are the bad guys … If you listen to that stuff you go crazy. It’s that Dave Mason song – ‘There ain’t no good guy, there ain’t no bad guy, there’s only you and me and we just disagree.’ True, or what?”

Another example occurs in the True Dylan conversation with Sam Shepard. As part of his response to Shepard’s question “Have you ever felt like a couple?,” Dylan says:

“Yeah. Sure. A couple. Sure. I’ve felt like that. Absolutely. Look – listen to this: [sings and plays] ‘You must learn to leave the table when love is no longer being served. Just show them all that you are able. Just get up and leave without saying a word.’ “

SS: “Who wrote that?” BD: “You got me. Roy Orbison or somebody, I dunno.” SS: “Roy Orbison?” BD: “Naw. I dunno. Good lyric.” A year earlier, in a similarly deep moment in his conversation with Cameron Crowe, Dylan’s memory for who actually wrote the song in question was clearer:

“I think of a hero as someone who understands the degree of responsibility that comes with his freedom … You gotta be able to feel your dream before anyone else is aware of it. ‘Your parents don’t like me, they say I’m too poor.’ … Gotta learn to bite the bullet like Tom Mix, take the blows, like the song says. Or like Charles Aznavour, ‘You must learn to leave the table when love is no longer being served.’ But that’s a hard thing to do …”

The point is that for Bob Dylan, songs, other people’s songs, are containers for messages (“what the sentiment of the song is”). He keeps the ones that speak to him. And he repeats them, in conversation and on stage and sometimes in the recording studio, as a way of expressing himself, who he is and what he thinks and feels, at this moment. “Look – listen to this!” (sings and plays …)

Suddenly I remember that when I was backstage talking with Dylan in December 1980, he made comments that indicated that he saw something particularly clever or humorous in an aspect of the song sequence at his new shows (shows where he’d been pressured by the press and radio and by the concert promoter into adding more “early” songs to his set lists, which had in the past year been made up entirely of new songs about Jesus and the singer’s faith) … and that he was amused and disappointed that the commentators (i.e. the San Francisco newspaper columnists and disc jockeys) hadn’t noticed or made mention of it. What he was referring to was specifically his going from “I Believe in You” as number two song each night to “Like a Rolling Stone” as number three. I tried not to reveal that I wasn’t sure I saw the joke myself … Twenty years later, attempting to put myself in Bob Dylan’s shoes, I feel certain that what pleased him was this juxtaposition:


I … walk out on my own
A thousand miles from home
But I don’t feel alone
‘Cause I believe in You.

How does it feel
To be on your own
With no direction home
Like a complete unknown
Like a rolling stone?



So what this tells us is that sometimes Dylan as a performing artist hears even his own songs as message-containers or sentiment-containers – and when he’s high on a conscious juxtaposition of messages that seems particularly clever and provocative or even profound, to him, he hopes and wishes (or expects) that someone out there is listening, identifying not just with the sentiment of the songs but with the sentiment, the thought, of the juxtaposition. How does it feel? Wonderful, when you make a bon mot or play a hot solo and the whole world (or the people in the front row) notices and responds with appreciation, evidence of identification. And frustrating, when no one seems to notice or respond at all. You could even find yourself wanting to exhort your audience like a life partner: “You know we made a vow, not to leave one another never.” (I’m not saying “Let’s Stick Together” is consciously addressed to the performer’s audience, except for maybe one particular woman who might even have been in the recording studio during this session. I’m just noting that when Dylan is truly inside of what he’s singing and playing, the resulting performance tends to become so real that an I/thou message may be heard and felt as applicable to disciple/ divinity and artist/audience relationships as well as man/woman, husband/wife, parent/child, friend/friend …)

The second track on Down in the Groove, “When Did You Leave Heaven?” is a not-quite, a should-have-been. It’s a rare case of Dylan recording a “standard,” a song that could have been enjoyed by his parents before he was born. “Heaven” was written by Walter Bullock and Robert Whitney for a film called Sing, Baby, Sing and was a number one hit for Guy Lombardo in 1936. It’s not difficult to imagine Bob Dylan singing this song and making us feel and identify with his infatuation with the angelic woman he’s singing to, giving us chills with the strong message that romantic and sexual love are a link to another world, a doorway to a higher reality (“How’s everything in Heaven? I’d like to know. Have they missed you? Can you get back in?”). But this performance, while pleasant (Dylan is accompanied by Madelyn Quebec on keyboards and harmony vocal, and session engineer Stephen Shelton on drums), falls short of the sort of spine-tingling presence Dylan is capable of on a good day, so the best we can say is we can feel the affection he has for the song, though in this case we can’t feel the persona singing and the power of his affection for the addressee. The closing words of the song, “When did you leave Heaven, angel mine?” suggest that it could be a song about marriage, since “mine” is not an appropriate appellation in courtship. Certainly, it seems possible that Bob Dylan had occasion to sing this song privately to Sara Dylan (“sweet virgin angel, sweet love of my life”) before 1977.

It’s not easy to identify (or identify with) the sentiment of the third track of Groove, “Sally Sue Brown,” because in this case the singer’s lack of conviction (or his determination to give the uptempo tracks at these sessions a “loose,” rock and roll feel) results in pivotal phrases of the song’s lyrics being almost indecipherable. If you search the Internet in the year 2000, you’ll find seven websites where Dylan fans in Denmark, France, California and all over the globe have posted the lyrics of almost any song Bob Dylan has ever sung. All of these sites (which probably tend to borrow from each other) display the following lyrics in their “Sally Sue Brown” transcriptions:


“Don’t you see by those big bright eyes
Prefer to treat her nasty and low down lies”



and


“I’m goin’ south and doin’ them things again
Bake in a hot tub, down the line
I’d rather see you ruin this a-heart of mine.”



Whereas what Dylan is actually singing (and I had to listen very carefully to hear this, and I still would have been baffled were it not that Elvis Costello also sang this song – on an Arthur Alexander tribute album; “SSB” was Alexander’s first single, in 1960 – and his fans also like to put lyrics on their websites for every song he’s ever covered) is:


“Don’t be deceived by those big bright eyes [“brown” in Alexander’s original]

They’re full of cheating, misery, low-down lying”



and


“I know Sal’s been doin’ them things again,
Breaking hearts up and down the line
Like she broke this heart of mine …”



So it’s a song about a tough-to-resist, sexy heartbreaker who has the power (common to psychopathic personalities) to make past victims beg for more punishment every time she crosses their paths, in spite of their determination not to ever let this happen again.

The fourth track on Down in the Groove, “Death Is Not the End,” is a challenge to my intent to discuss Dylan’s art in chronological sequence. The performance took place and was recorded in April 1983 (when Dylan also recorded a cover song very similar in theme to “When Did You Leave Heaven?,” Willie Nelson’s “Angel Flying Too Close to the Ground”). And the decision to include this particular previously unused track on the album, which we must assume was Bob Dylan’s decision, occurred in March or April 1988.

Promotional advance cassettes of Down in the Groove were sent to music writers in January and February 1988, with slightly different song selections and sequences. Apparently Dylan changed his mind several times about which songs to put on the album. The first advance cassette included “Got Love If You Want It” from the 4/87 sessions as the third song, “Ninety Miles an Hour (Down a Dead End Street)” as #4, “Sally Sue Brown” as #5, and “The Usual” from the Hearts of Fire soundtrack at #8. The second advance cassette, a month later, was the same except that “The Usual” was gone and “Important Words” from the 4/87 sessions was in the #8 slot. Then in June the album itself was released, with a different sequence and “Got Love” and “Important Words” and “The Usual” all gone, and “Death Is Not the End” and “Had a Dream About You, Baby” added. (By accident, the Down in the Groove album officially released in Argentina was identical to the first promotional cassette.)

So if we ask ourselves what message Bob Dylan had in mind when he sang “Death Is Not the End,” we’re contemplating the 1983 Bob Dylan; and if we ask what he had in mind when he chose this one (from amongst dozens of unreleased tracks available) and determined it should follow “Sally Sue Brown” and precede “Had a Dream About You, Baby,” we’re contemplating the spring 1988 Bob Dylan, who in turn was trying to be true to or anyway be finished with a concept and creative project that began as an expression of his spring 1987 self and intentions (what he had to say and the sound he was hearing in his head then).

I think the sound of “Death Is Not the End” works remarkably well on Down in the Groove. The melodic harmonica solo (playing a whole verse of the song’s melody, accompanied by bass and drums and keyboard) that opens the track is startling and pretty and very gratifying in contrast to and in combination with everything else on the album. Indeed, whether the listener realizes this consciously or not, it is the centerpiece of an intriguing harmonica motif on this album, which opens with a powerful example of harmonica as a primary instrument in improvisatory rock and roll ensemble music-making, a theme and sound that is further explored on track six (“Ugliest Girl”). The album’s penultimate track, “Shenandoah,” like “Death Is Not the End,” provides a surprising example of what different musical uses the harmonica can be put to while still serving as a living, vibrant extension of Bob Dylan’s consciousness – where he is at spiritually, musically and romantically right now.

Going back to Dylan’s insight that “whether you can identify with what the sentiment of the song is” is central to every listener’s personal determination of whether or not a song is “good,” it must be noted that “Death Is Not the End” is one of three songs on Down in the Groove whose sentiments are so discomforting to a plurality of Dylan’s listeners that it seems unlikely that any of them could ever allow themselves to decide that maybe in some way this is a “good” album after all.

The other two are “Had a Dream About You, Baby” and “Ugliest Girl in the World.” In the case of “Death Is Not the End,” the problem is the title phrase. The song’s chorus, “Just remember that death is not the end,” in context is clearly meant to be reassuring, yet something about the song’s structure and music (an almost confrontational extreme simplicity, similar to Dylan’s 1981 song “Lenny Bruce” in its original recorded form) makes this listener and others feel they are being preached to, clumsily and inappropriately. Aversions are stirred up. This seems odd, since the title phrase is consistent with the teachings of most world religions (Islam, Judaism and Buddhism as well as Christianity). But something about the performer’s presentation in that title phrase moment makes the sentiment indigestible, in spite of the marvelous, very Bob-Dylanish harmonica passages that open and close the track, and in spite of at least one remarkable lyrical moment. Who else could have written and sung, “When the cities are on fire with the burning flesh of men/Just remember that death is not the end”? Unfortunately (and, arguably, hilariously) that daring image is immediately preceded by one of the most egregious examples of bad writing in Dylan’s oeuvre, emphasized by an ascending chord sequence that suggests that the songwriter thinks this is a beautiful and noble turn of phrase: “Oh the tree of life is growing where the spirit never dies/And the bright light of salvation shines in dark and empty skies.”

Track 5, “Had a Dream About You, Baby”: The sound certainly fits the album. What is objectionable about the sentiment is the idea that we as listeners are expected to accept this song and performance as an expression of Bob Dylan the songwriter and Bob Dylan the lover. It doesn’t work. And it makes us wonder about our sanity, and his. It might be okay or even enjoyable if there were some overt indication that it’s a joke, a parody of the dumb hit rock and roll records Dylan and the rest of us have been subjected to by hundreds of “Billy Parker”s over the years. It works in the movie when introduced by Bob Dylan saying, “I’m so sick of [this song], I could puke.” On the album, since he doesn’t make us feel we’re laughing and grimacing along with him, it just makes us feel insulted. The only thing I like is the line “My mind’s out sick and my body’s breaking,” which I hear him say but which isn’t included in the “official” lyrics at bobdylan.com.

Track 6, “I’m in love with the ugliest girl in the world.” What male or female is going to identify with this sentiment? Nah, the only thing to identify with is the idea that Dylan saw the lyric and decided it was a good turnaround, an opportunity to ask a question he’d always had about why is beauty such a sacred value in matters of the heart? Okay, Bob, we see where you’re coming from, and it certainly makes an interesting pairing with “When Did You Leave Heaven?,” which implies throughout (without ever saying so explicitly) that it’s the beauty of the woman in front of you and the way that beauty makes you feel that convinces you you’re looking at an angel who’s hidden her halo and somehow lost her wings. But, just as you didn’t quite sell us on your genuine sense of awe about the woman you’re singing to in that track, on “Ugliest Girl in the World” you throw away the only chance the song had, by not making us believe you when you sing, “You know I love her, yeah I love her.” You don’t sound like you do. Of course you could be really crazy about a person who’s “not much to look at,” and that might be an effective subject for a performance. But this ain’t it. Too bad, because you and the band do quite well with the music (much better than on “Sally Sue Brown”). But you know, even in the case of Woody Guthrie the sound wouldn’t do anything for us if we didn’t identify with the sentiment.

“Silvio,” the seventh track on Down in the Groove, also appears on a 1994 album called Bob Dylan’s Greatest Hits, Volume 3. Like many other tracks on that album, “Silvio” was never a “hit” in terms of record sales or radio airplay or fan appreciation. But perhaps partly to declare his independence from such considerations, Dylan the performer has treated it like a huge hit anyway. Christof Graf, in his book Man on the Road, reports “Silvio” as #4 on the list of most-played songs (572 performances) at Bob Dylan’s concerts between June 1988 and July 1999, just ahead of “Maggie’s Farm” (562) and “Like a Rolling Stone” (525). Dylan likes the song. He likes the response it often gets from his live audience (not because they’re familiar with the song, but because the dynamics of the song’s music and Dylan’s enthusiasm for it as singer and bandleader tend to make it an exciting and satisfying musical experience even though it’s not one of the Dylan songs the audience members were hoping to hear tonight).

Why does Dylan like it? Again, because it’s fun to perform. And I think he feels liberated by the fact that it’s a Dylan song without baggage; he and the band play it as though it were a big hit or a song that made him famous, and the audience can feel that and respond happily without knowing what song this is … which allows the singer to lean into it in a way that’s different from the other Dylan songs and covers he’s playing. “Find out something only dead men know!” This is just the sort of lyric Dylan enjoys calling attention to (repeating it or slowing it down, doing tricks with it) during a performance – compare “No one sees my face and lives” from “I and I” or “Just like so many times before” from “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door.” It sounds like a Dylan line. But of course it isn’t, it was written by Robert Hunter, coauthor and lyricist of most of the best-known Grateful Dead songs, including “Truckin’,” “Uncle John’s Band,” “Dark Star,” “Box of Rain,” “Friend of the Devil,” “Black Muddy River,” “West L.A. Fadeaway” and “Alabama Getaway.” The latter four are songs Dylan has covered in a number of concerts – indeed, it’s possible Hunter is the lyricist other than Dylan himself whose words have been sung live by Dylan the most number of times.

What do the words mean? I don’t know, but I have two unprovable theories. One is that Hunter wrote the words partly as a portrait of Bob Dylan (as Hunter intuited his friend and frequent collaborator Jerry Garcia saw him – perhaps Hunter thought this a subject Garcia might want to sing about) after seeing him on stage and hanging around backstage at the concerts Dylan and Tom Petty and the Dead performed together in summer 1986. If so, it seems Hunter didn’t have a chance to mention this to Dylan before the latter chose the lyric (possibly with some prodding from Garcia) from Hunter’s notebook in early ‘87 as one Dylan would try putting music to. The relevant lyrics to this theory are: “Stake my future on a hell of a past,” and “Seen better times but who has not?” and “I’m an old boll weevil looking for a home” [great portrait of Billy Parker, and excellent reworking of a familiar line from American folk music, a technique Dylan would later make much use of in his 1997 song cycle Time Out of Mind], “If you don’t like it you can leave me alone.” The final verse – “Going down in the valley and sing my song, Gonna sing it loud and sing it strong, Let the echo decide if I was right or wrong” – seems deliberately reminiscent of the last verse of “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” (“I’ll tell it and think it and speak it and breathe it, and reflect from the mountain so all souls can see it … I’ll know my song well before I start singin’ “).

But who is Silvio? Very possibly Dylan doesn’t know how Hunter arrived at the word/name/title, and doesn’t feel a need to know. Which would resonate with Hunter’s comment on the significance of the phrase “black muddy river”: “I hesitate to define it for you … It’s a deeply meaningful symbol to me, and I think just a little thought into, like, archetypal subconscious resonances gives you all you need to know about what we’re talking about here. And past that you’re setting it in concrete, and just as soon as that’s done, that’s not what it meant at all.” Interestingly, the phrase “Silvio, silver and gold,” was first tried out as a possible chorus in a draft of “Black Muddy River,” before becoming a song of its own. My own personal theory is that it derives from a character named Silvio Manuel in Carlos Castaneda’s 1981 book The Eagle’s Gift. “Looking at Silvio Manuel, I always experienced a deep unfamiliar feeling of fright. He seemed like a visitor from another time. He was friendly and warm during the daytime, but as soon as the twilight set in, he would become unfathomable.” Silvio Manuel had crossed into another reality permanently and thereby attained a special knowledge and was a goad for Carlos to do the same, whereby he too could “find out something only dead men know” (the phrase isn’t in the book but it’s certainly true to what Silvio Manuel meant to Carlos and his cohorts).

Musically, “Silvio” on Down in the Groove is likable (with Jerry Garcia and two other members of the Grateful Dead providing “additional vocals”) but a pale sketch of the powerful performance piece the song would become in concert by late ‘95. And what “sentiment” can we find to identify with in this song? I dunno. But the lyrics do contain an interesting counterpoint to “Let’s Stick Together”: “You know I love you and furthermore, when it’s time to go you got an open door.”

“Silvio” was the only single released from Down in the Groove. Perhaps one message its performer wanted to convey through it was: Bob Dylan doesn’t always have to be the one who writes the words for Bob Dylan songs.

“Ninety Miles an Hour (Down a Dead End Street),” track 8 of Down in the Groove, written by Hal Blair and Don Robertson, was originally recorded in 1963 by country singer Hank Snow, whose 1950 hit “I’m Movin’ On” had made a big impression on Bob Dylan when he was nine years old. “Ninety Miles an Hour” is about marriage in the sense that it’s about infidelity (“You’re not free to belong to me, and you know I could never be your own”). Presumably Dylan chose to record it at the sessions for this album because it’s a striking statement about the (dangerous, even destructive) power of love and sexual attraction (“Your lips on mine are like sweet, sweet wine … but we’re heading for a wall of stone”). This fits with “Sally Sue Brown” (“See her in that very tight skirt, got what it takes just to make you hurt”), except that in this song the speaker is not victim but co-perpetrator.

What is most striking about “Ninety Miles an Hour,” and perhaps another part of what the artist is saying by performing it and including it on this album, is the eccentricity of its sound (no band, again Quebec on synthesizer and harmony vocal, and soul singers Willie Green and Bobby King providing background vocals) and the grotesque quality of the verbal imagery and the weird creepiness of the way words and arrangement work together. The message of the performance is ambivalence about sex and romance and fascination with the weird spaces they can get you into. And maybe a challenge to any listener who thought they knew what to expect from a Bob Dylan record. Billy Parker refuses to wear his legend gracefully.

“Shenandoah,” another change of pace, a river-bound sea shanty and familiar folk tune with an improbably rhythmic arrangement, is very pretty, and fits with the “expect the unexpected” theme that unites this album’s sound. Another eccentric love song (is the object of love the Indian chief’s daughter or the rollin’ river?). Irreverently, I find myself wondering if it was selected partly because of the line “For seven long years I courted Sally.” Dylan had indeed had an on-and-off romantic involvement with an actress named Sally for more than seven years when he recorded these songs. And playful, private messages are certainly among the many considerations that can influence songwriters and album-builders. Listeners aren’t supposed to “know” this, but can be expected to incorporate private meanings and associations from their own lives into songs they like as they hear them. That’s what Bob Dylan has done all his life, as a listener, and that’s part of what he’s telling us on this album (and why his first album of covers was titled Self Portrait).

Down in the Groove, like some other Dylan albums, ends with a grand statement, a summation, a reflection on where the singer has come to at this point in his life. “Rank Strangers to Me” is a country song (“bluegrass” and “gospel” would also be accurate labels) written by Albert E. Brumley and recorded by the Stanley Brothers. For me, the persona who speaks in this performance is recognizably or believably the same person who narrates “Restless Farewell” (1963) and who shows up as first-person narrator in the last verse of “Desolation Row” (1965). Unfortunately – and not inconsistent with what I’m characterizing as the “Billy Parker” interlude in Dylan’s life and work – it’s a particularly bleak statement (“ ‘I ain’t got no home in this world anymore’ to the nth level,” as I wrote in The Telegraph in 1988). The success of Dylan’s performance here, indeed its claim to greatness, is the immediacy of the narrator’s tale, the ease with which the listener finds himself experiencing and identifying with this brief visit to a hometown suddenly emptied of life, familiarity and human warmth. Hearing this track, one feels one has just awakened from a particularly vivid dream, a dark and disturbing one that is also somehow an affirmation of primary human values. The sparse instrumentation and Madelyn Quebec’s subtle but evocative second vocal are a masterful setting for Dylan’s tour de force lead vocal, as if this album of seemingly carefully planned chaos purposefully ends with a reminder of how sure-footed this musical artist can be when that’s his intention.

Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) has been quoted as saying, “Who paints a figure, if he cannot be it, cannot draw it.” Bob Dylan’s ability to sing and play from inside of something or someone (as in this performance of “Rank Strangers”) is so natural to him that this kind of projection into a fictional character who isn’t and yet is himself even arises when he’s trying to explain his feelings in conversation. We see this in the Biograph interview when he tells Crowe: “Sometimes you feel like a club fighter who gets off the bus in the middle of nowhere, punches his way through ten rounds, vomits up the pain in the back room … Sometimes like a troubadour out of the dark ages, singing for your supper and rambling the land or singing to the girl in the window, you know, the one with the long flowing hair …” Listen to how the man talks, the way he becomes these figures! No wonder he can draw them, or perform them, so convincingly sometimes.

“Got Love If You Want It,” recorded April 1987 but not included on Down in the Groove, I find a very convincing portrait of a man (young or not so young) whose need to express himself as a sexual being (to and with “you,” a particular love object) is simultaneously the source of his freedom and self-worth and the source of his confusion and self-doubt. In this case what pleases me, and the container of the “message,” is almost entirely the sound, the musical performance and the mood created by the interaction between these musicians (the “groove”). It’s a triumph of Dylan as bandleader rather than as vocalist, though paradoxically it is with his voice (as well as his rhythm guitar and his harmonica) that he inspires and leads the band, the ensemble of players. Something joyful happens. They all get into it. It’s not just a matter of playing well. Everybody plays well on some other tracks from these sessions, but this one achieves a remarkable groove, simultaneously uplifting and harrowing. “Got love if you want it.” “Quit teasin’ me, baby.” “If you let me love you, I wanna be your lovin’ man.” “Well I hear you been a-ballin’ … it’s all over town.” In these simple statements, and by way of the presence of the singer and the players inside these statements, I hear a distillation of all of the sentiments expressed on the tracks that did make it onto Down in the Groove. It all seems to flow from the exquisite sound and timing of the opening guitar notes and the way they induce the other players and the singer to join in (just as the persona hopes to induce “you” to join in).

“Important Words,” another unreleased outtake from these sessions, can be heard as a further inquiry into the relationship between romance and marriage, because the phrases referred to in the title are both “I love you” and “I do.” Background vocals are significant in the arrangement (as is true of many of these 4/87 recordings), but ultimately neither sound nor lyrics offer this listener much to identify with.

“Pretty Boy Floyd” is the only solo acoustic recording from these sessions, and a very impressive performance. A great performance, in fact, but not because of the singer-and-player’s presence inside the title character. That’s not his job in this case, because Pretty Boy isn’t the song’s narrator. The narrator, who only shows up in the first and next-to-last verses, is a rambling troubadour who’s telling this story. And yes, Bob Dylan truly does get inside that character. He becomes both Woody Guthrie and himself, the self he was when he had the honor at age nineteen of being Woody Guthrie’s personal jukebox, and the self he was for the next twelve months of his artistic career, when his keen intent was to express himself (and show off, excel) as a folksinger and -player.

(“I went there to sing him his songs,” Dylan says in the liner notes to the album this performance appears on, A Vision Shared. “That’s all I went to do, and that’s all I did [when he visited an ailing Guthrie in early 1961]. He always liked the songs, and he would ask for certain ones. I knew them all! I was like a Woody Guthrie jukebox.”)

It seems unlikely that Woody got to hear Bob Dylan play guitar and harmonica as beautifully as he does in this spring 1987 performance. Maturity as an artist, and as a singer and player, does count for something.

My friend Carl Edwards, a singer and guitar player and music scholar who once recorded an album of Woody Guthrie songs, speaks enthusiastically and helpfully of this performance:


As to Dylan’s “Pretty Boy,” he really claimed it as his own on that Vision Shared recording. The thing that struck me about his version is that he rearranged it slightly to include a quick turnaround on the D and it gave the song great momentum. Woody’s version was very deliberate and, typical of Woody, uses the minimum chords and harmonic movement. Dylan plays it almost like bluegrass changes, with a nifty little ornamental riff that lays right there under the fingers for the G major chord. You could almost say it’s the Lester Flatt guitar style! Simple but very effective. I liked his version so much that I learned it and used it as the basis for my own version when I was doing coffeehouses as a solo performer. Bob’s recording is, for me, the definitive reading of Woody’s tune. For contrast, listen to Jack Elliott’s versions. Hugely different. The other thing worth noting about Dylan’s performance is the clarity he brings to it, from an instrumental standpoint. The chord changes are very sharp and precise, which further adds to the sense of purpose and conviction, I think.



Thank you, Carl. The clarity of Dylan’s vocal performance also adds to this recording’s magic. No problem hearing these lyrics! And Dylan is very present in his phrasing, for example stretching the vowel on the fifth syllable of each of the first three verses so that a delightful and seemingly very meaningful emphasis is placed on the words “round” and “town” in the lines “If you’ll gather ‘round me, people …” and “It was in the town of Shawnee …” This also calls attention to the internal rhyme, here spanning two verses. And it is one of many subtle things the performer does with his voice and guitar to give the story a cadence, a sense of movement. The fifth syllable of the third verse is “sher” in “There a deputy sheriff approached him;” it doesn’t rhyme with the other two, but when Dylan stretches it it echoes them in a way that pleases every listener and gives flavor, personality, to the narrative. This long-vowel effect is used elsewhere, notably in the word “outlaw” in the last verse and “napkin” in the seventh verse, but most wonderfully when he holds the second o in “Oklahoma” in the phrase “It was in Oklahoma City” in the eighth verse for three long seconds, as though he were yodeling.

The three harmonica solos, including a 40-second one that ends the performance, are also delightful and memorable. And it’s interesting to look at the words of Guthrie’s two recorded versions of this song and see how Dylan has combined them and in some cases seems to have given much thought to small but significant matters. In the first line he asks “people” to gather ‘round me instead of “children.” The first time the phrase “he took to the trees and timber” occurs, he sings “hills and timber.”

Lots of love and care went into this performance. Although it’s from the same month of Bob Dylan’s life, it would have seemed out of place amidst the deliberate disarray of Down in the Groove.

On April 20, 1987, Bob Dylan made a brief guest appearance at a Los Angeles concert by the then-very-popular Irish rock group U2. During the band’s encore he joined lead singer Bono on “I Shall Be Released” and “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,” trading verses and singing the choruses together. During “Knockin’,” after singing a line addressed to Ronald Reagan, Bono said, “You know, I usually make up my own words to Bob Dylan songs. He says he doesn’t mind.” Dylan responded, “I do it too!”

Around this time, Bono and Dylan wrote a song together (“Words: Bono and Bob Dylan, Music: U2”) called “Love Rescue Me.” The words sound more like Bono than Dylan, though we can imagine the guy Springsteen saw on TV “bitching about his fans” saying, “Many strangers have I met, on the road to my regret, many lost who seek to find themselves in me. They ask me to reveal the very thoughts they would conceal. Love rescue me.” The fans still waiting for Dylan to renounce his 1979 public embrace of Jesus must have been pleased if they thought (I don’t) he wrote these lines from the same song: “I have cursed Thy rod and staff, they no longer comfort me.”

In a newspaper interview later in the year, Bono recalled: “We were trading lines and verses off the top of our heads and Dylan comes out with this absolute classic: ‘I was listening to the Neville Brothers, it was a quarter of eight. I had an appointment with destiny, but I knew she’d come late. She tricked me, she addicted me, she turned me on the head. Now I can’t sleep with these secrets that leave me cold and alone in my bed.’ Then he goes, ‘Nah, cancel that.’ Can you believe it? He thought it was too close to what people expect of Bob Dylan.”

In May 1987, Dylan sang backup vocals for U2’s recording of “Love Rescue Me” at Sun Studios in Memphis, where Elvis Presley first recorded. At that time, or in mid-April (when he was also in Memphis, to play harmonica on a song Ringo Starr was recording), Dylan visited Elvis’s mansion, Graceland. Within the next few months he told Us magazine, on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of Elvis’s death: “When I first heard Elvis’s voice I just knew that I wasn’t going to work for anybody; and nobody was going to be my boss. He is the deity supreme of rock and roll religion as it exists in today’s form. Hearing him for the first time was like busting out of jail. I think for a long time that freedom to me was Elvis singing ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky.’ I thank God for Elvis.”
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