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				“Jon Friedman understands that the genius of Bob Dylan (resiliency and reinvention) is also the key to creating a life of innovation and joy. It is our rebel artists like Dylan who create the unique cultural stew that keeps us forever young.”

				—Jonathan Taplin, director of USC Annenberg Innovation Lab and author of Outlaw Blues: Adventures in the Counter-Culture Wars
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				Introduction

				BOB DYLAN, A SELF-HELP GURU? 

			

		

	
		
			
				You bet. 

				Since Dylan burst onto the music scene in 1961, critics, pundits, and fans alike have celebrated his remarkable skills as a songwriter, poet, vocalist, and performer of folk and rock ’n’ roll music. Although I agree with this assessment, I also believe that it doesn’t quite do the man justice. He represents so much more to me than an entertainer. 

				That’s why I wanted to write this book. I think Dylan can teach people life lessons based on his mysterious genius. He stands for longevity, the quality that we all hope to achieve in our careers. Can you think of anybody in your field who has thrived for fifty-plus years and still appears to be going strong? Consider that Dylan completed work in March 2012 on his thirty-fifth studio album.

				What’s most impressive about Dylan’s legacy is that he has accomplished everything on his own terms. If anything, Dylan’s closely held principles probably held him back at various times, such as when this twenty-one-year-old walked off The Ed Sullivan Show, the most popular television program of the day, because the producers wouldn’t let him sing the song he had chosen for his big night. Dylan could have benefited enormously from the supersonic push from an appearance on Ed Sullivan. But he refused to betray his ideals.

				Throughout his five-decade career, he has demonstrated time and again that he will do what he wants, and commercial incentives won’t sway him off course. It’s not always easy to stick to your beliefs when the promise of something great exists. I don’t know how many of us would refuse to make compromises the way Dylan did.

				No, we can’t learn from Dylan how to write an anthem like “Blowin’ in the Wind” or sing a classic such as “Like a Rolling Stone.” My purpose is to go beyond the songs and try to understand how Dylan has been able to remain in our collective consciousness for all of these years. 

				How long has Dylan been in our lives? Remember, he arrived in Greenwich Village from his native Midwest the same week that John F. Kennedy was sworn in as the nation’s thirty-fifth president. 

				I view Dylan through a prism other than music. I consider his lifetime of success and hold him up as a role model. Indeed, Dylan inspires people. We have seen presidents, corporate titans, movie stars, athletes, and philanthropists embraced as self-help icons because they supply wisdom and give hope to their supporters. They have a great deal to offer. I put Dylan in the company of these other high achievers because we can all learn so much from studying his example of success.

				Think about it. Not many people in any field can match his staying power. His ability to endure in the entertainment industry, in particular, for five decades astounds me. Dylan has thrived in the most public of professions. He has not been perfect, God knows. He has made some foolish moves, and sometimes he didn’t respond automatically to the changes swirling around him. And by insisting on doing things his way all the time, he has appeared to the public to be stubborn and aloof. But after every disappointment and apparent defeat, Dylan has managed to pull himself up off the canvas. 

				I can respect his grit and tenacity as much as his proclivity for writing and singing “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “The Times They Are a-Changin’,” “Mr. Tambourine Man,” “Like a Rolling Stone,” “The Man in Me,” “Tangled Up in Blue,” “Every Grain of Sand,” “Jokerman,” “Not Dark Yet,” “Things Have Changed,” “Mississippi,” “Working Man’s Blues #2,” and so many other gems from his back pages. 

				I don’t intend to write strictly about Dylan’s musical triumphs. Studying his life, I see him in a bigger picture. Yes, Dylan possesses special talents. But his natural ability alone is not what has enabled him to remain so relevant and vital for such a long period of time. 

				What has kept him in the game is his perseverance, his work ethic, his passion for doing the work, his competitiveness, and his ability to convert defeats into victories. These are also the hallmarks of any successful individual in sports or business or politics or the arts. In other words, Dylan can serve somebody as a role model in any walk of life. You don’t have to be a musical peer of his—though he has influenced scores of songwriters and singers—to see his value and learn from his example.

				I’m not a musician, and Bob Dylan has meant a lot to me over the years. I appreciate his versatility and marvel at his endurance and his sense of vision as a folkie, a pop star, a country crooner, a gospel singer, and a bluesman. 

				As a journalist who tries to make sense out of the world, I can also recognize a person who has an extraordinary commitment to what he is doing. Dylan is a millionaire many times over, but he isn’t all about making money. He is that rarity who lives his life on his own terms, not those of his employers. That kind of success alone is as admirable as any of his musical accomplishments.

				Dylan has long demonstrated resilience. He has found the strength of purpose to mount comebacks and prove to skeptics that he can bend with the changing times. He proved his mettle after falling into a steep decline throughout the 1980s. By his own admission in Chronicles: Volume One, his engrossing 2004 memoir, Dylan had lost his muse. Further, he seemed to be out of step with the video-crazed music industry and the “Morning in America”–oriented United States.

				But tellingly, he set out to show the public that he still belonged. His strategy of nonstop touring around the world, for example, worked brilliantly. His decision to launch what the media came to call the Never Ending Tour confirmed Dylan’s innate business acumen, as he methodically tapped a new and fertile market. New fans discovered him and reveled in the same qualities that a previous generation of followers had appreciated. 

				The idea for this book grew out of a reliable source: Dylan himself. In Chronicles, Dylan wrote extensively about what critics and fans have written off as his fallow period, the 1980s. Dylan himself doesn’t shy away from the outside criticism and actually proves to be his own harshest critic in the book.

				To see Dylan today, it’s hard to imagine that he went through a decade-long slump. He is riding high now. His albums sell well, and he has the clout, and the chops, to play about one hundred shows a year around the world. He is beloved by a generation of fans that wasn’t even born yet when, in the mid-1970s, he was polishing off Blood on the Tracks, often hailed as his best album.

				Dylan explained in Chronicles that he set out on the Never Ending Tour on a deliberate and thoughtful course of action to regain his relevance in our lives. This idea intrigued me—that this brilliant musician had the wherewithal to craft such an ambitious and ultimately successful strategy for his comeback. It’s the kind of case study you might find at a graduate school of business: “Reviving a Damaged Brand and Making It Highly Relevant Once Again.”

				A few words now about the title of this book: Forget About Today is a phrase from Dylan’s gem “Mr. Tambourine Man” (which not so coincidentally is my favorite Dylan song). It represents a concept that he has lived, and it stands as the cornerstone of his longevity. 

				He has proven the value of forging ahead and not letting success or failure overwhelm him. You will read in the ensuing chapters how Dylan has done this.

				It’s my hope that you will embrace the kinds of life lessons that Dylan has carried out for himself. It’s tricky for me, writing about such a powerful presence—and one who is still intent on breaking new ground at every turn, in music, art, and prose writing.

				Sure, critics are bound to carp that Dylan’s voice is too raspy and rough these days. Some even suggest that maybe he should leave the road for good.

				If he took the time to read such stuff, he’d probably shake his head in bemusement. Maybe he’d laugh at the irony that the naysayers are saying today what shortsighted reviewers were writing fifty years ago: Bob Dylan can’t sing. They didn’t get it then, and they don’t get it now. Dylan lives his life as an artist, not as a crowd pleaser, and yet he is getting the last laugh on all his detractors. Dylan continues to do whatever he wants. That lesson in itself is a pretty powerful one, too.

				In case you were wondering, Dylan did not talk with me for this project. When I initially requested time with him, I was asked to submit a formal interview request by email and did so. Through his highly professional and compassionate representative, Dylan politely declined the invitation to talk. I couldn’t feel too badly about the rejection. Dylan seldom grants interviews to authors and usually speaks publicly only when it serves his needs, such as upon the release of a new album. This is not exactly shocking. Most entertainment people have the same game plan because they feel they don’t need the publicity. Besides, public figures protect their privacy by nature, and they’re wary of the motivations of reporters.

				Nor did I seek Bob Dylan’s approval to write this book. The opinions expressed on these pages are all mine, though I conducted hundreds of interviews with musicians, journalists, corporate executives, and friends who have followed Dylan’s utterances for most of their lives. 

				Primarily, I don’t want to present to the world yet another Dylan biography. Likewise, my mission is not to reveal the identity of “Mr. Jones” by offering the millionth speculative theory on the subject. I prefer to keep the parlor games in the parlor.

				It was my hope to write something more thoughtful and original here. Dylan has inspired me, and my guess is that he has inspired you as well.
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				KEEP ON KEEPIN’ ON

			

		

	
		
			
				A hallmark of Bob Dylan’s success can be summarized best as “keep on keepin’ on.” Not only is this one of Dylan’s most memorable set of lyrics, from his evocative song “Tangled Up in Blue,” but it also underscores a long-held philosophy of his, not to mention an essential reason for his longevity over the past half century.

				Throughout his career, Dylan has made action his mantra. He challenges himself to forge ahead, no matter what. In good and bad times, he does what needs to be done. Though this may seem like an obvious point, too many of us fall into the trap of merely wishing for something better without actually doing anything about it. It is far easier to talk than to act, which is why most dreams and plans fizzle before they can even begin.

				This chapter focuses on an undervalued aspect of Dylan’s success, one that anyone can benefit from. You don’t have to be necessarily talented or gifted. No special skill is required, either. You don’t even have to be 100 percent on the right track all the time. You just have to be committed to following through on your plans, getting things done, and moving ahead.

				Success Is a Verb

				A perfect example of Dylan’s commitment was on display on the night of March 25, 2001, when he won the Academy Award for Best Original Song in recognition of his theme to Wonder Boys, “Things Have Changed.” Wonder Boys was a smart film about a middle-aged man chasing the glory of his youthful triumphs. When presenter Jennifer Lopez announced Dylan’s name, the hall exploded into a round of loud and sustained applause. The folks watching on television could even hear a fan in the crowd yell out triumphantly, “Whoo!”

				Even if Lopez hadn’t referred to the winning song as “mirroring the ongoing career of Bob Dylan,” the parallels wouldn’t have been lost on the Hollywood audience. The entertainment industry’s stock-in-trade was just the kind of rise-fall-and-rise-again saga that marked Dylan’s annals. As the film’s director Curtis Hanson pointed out in one of the bonus features on the Wonder Boys DVD, “Who knows more about being a wonder boy and the trap it can be, about the expectations and the fear of repeating yourself?”

				Who, indeed? Dylan, who earned acclaim at the precocious age of twenty-one only to fall later into near oblivion, had just proven he was back on top again. It was a wonderfully poignant moment.

				As the triumphant Dylan gushed, “Oh, good God—this is amazing!” to the Academy Award show’s television audience, he demonstrated the very quality that set him apart from everyone else and enabled him to persevere where others had failed. Of course, a star of his stature could have rearranged his touring schedule to receive his award in person. He could have stayed in Los Angeles and gone to the show-biz parties, where he would have been treated like royalty. But he chose to remain on tour, in Australia, and accept his honor via satellite while standing on, appropriately enough, a concert stage. Keep on keepin’ on, indeed.

				More than anyone among his peers, Dylan is committed to doing what a working musician does. Sure, he enjoys the perks of the job, the recognition, the validation, and the admiration of the fans. But he knows those are sideshows. Accolades, by definition, point to the past. “Nostalgia is death,” as Dylan once bluntly put it in an interview with journalist Robert Hilburn of the Los Angeles Times at around the time he turned fifty years old.

				Yes, we all need a pat on the back now and then. But nobody should confuse a sense of past accomplishment with actual new accomplishment. To move forward, Dylan knew he couldn’t simply coast on the static coattails of the past. As Dylan pointed out in his memoir, “It’s nice to be known as a legend, and people will pay to see one, but for most people, once is enough.” He knows that continued success comes from challenging yourself day in and day out, again and again.

				Greatness Through Repetition

				Dylan, for all of his superstardom, doesn’t shy away from the nitty-gritty of what a devoted musician does—that is, composing, rehearsing, touring, and performing in concert halls around the world.

				How, we ask, can the man draw a sense of satisfaction from playing a hundred shows a year around the world without feeling as though it is all an utter grind, what with the constant traveling, rehearsing, and rigors of performing every night? And how the heck can he perform “Like a Rolling Stone” or “All Along the Watchtower” at virtually every gig without feeling bored by the sheer repetition of the task?

				Seeking an answer to these mysteries, I asked no less of a Bob Dylan authority than Robbie Robertson. The leader of the Band and a brilliant songwriter in his own right, Robertson started playing lead guitar with Dylan in 1965 and continued to be his bandleader for much of the time through 1974. He had a succinct and indisputable answer.

				“It’s the thrill of discovery that keeps Bob going,” Robertson said.

				Rather than regarding repetition as drudgery, Dylan revels in putting himself out there and honing his craft. Sometimes he’s on fire; sometimes he seems lackadaisical. That’s not the point. Night after night, he’s proving himself all over again, rediscovering the beauty and power of his songs as well as the value of his craft. And so are his audiences. He has created a whole new art form out of performing.

				Dylan’s ability to focus on the controllable aspects of the moment is a critical trait. The process of trial and error can yield unexpected breakthroughs and inspiration that comes only from persistent action.

				Dylan personified this point in the early 1990s, after the release of the poorly received album Under the Red Sky. Weary and out of inspiration, he challenged himself to stay productive even if it meant recording songs in the privacy of his garage, not some glamorous recording studio, complete with his dog barking in the background. (That scenario actually occurred when he recorded a demo of what would quickly be regarded as one of his most iconic songs, “Every Grain of Sand.”)

				Alone in his home studio, he tinkered without feeling the pressure of having to produce a blockbuster album. Dylan started recording some of the old folk songs. Once, he had played the tunes as an upstart teenager in Greenwich Village. Three decades later, the material had greater meaning for him, now that he was armed with the wisdom of a fifty-something-year-old man. The result was two modest but important albums: Good As I Been to You and World Gone Wrong. Though neither would prove to be big commercial hits, the two works inspired Dylan to eventually write the songs that would wind up on his next album, 1997’s Grammy-winning Time Out of Mind. That was a special achievement in its own right, but I would argue that it would not have been possible without his tinkering on the earlier two albums. Dylan rediscovered his muse, his voice, and his sense of purpose. Some would insist that he had taken a step back by retreating to his garage, but the larger point is that he kept working all the time.

				Anyone looking for breakthroughs, whether it’s in sports, a new career, or any long-held dream, could learn from Dylan’s approach. He went back to the basics and found inspiration. This approach contains a universal application, too. Salespeople, for instance, know this lesson well. At some point, it’s a numbers game. You have to knock on so many doors to be successful.

				Next time you feel in a rut or discouraged by lack of progress toward a goal, pay attention to the amount of effort you are putting into it. For example, say you’re doing fifty sit-ups without the result you want; it may just mean you need to do seventy-five or a hundred. When you come to this realization, you can steel yourself and say, “I can do this.” I submit that what we see on the outside as good fortune or extraordinary talent is, more likely than not, the result of persistent action in disguise.

				Once, when a journalist asked Dylan to discuss his philosophy for his career, he responded by asking the re-porter if he could tell him what a bricklayer’s philosophy was. The reporter probably went back to the newsroom and told his editor that Dylan had been putting him on, as he is puckishly wont to do with the media. But Dylan’s reply makes perfect sense when you tie it into his value system. The man sees himself as a craftsman, who knows that true mastery of his craft can come only from doing something again and again.

				You Don’t Rob the Same Bank Twice

				Don’t confuse genuine productivity for mindless action. Doing the same thing and expecting a different result, as the saying goes, is the definition of insanity. This is not what Dylan advocates for himself.

				Everything he does is infused with a sense of intention and innovation. In the late-1980s, for example, after countless tours of the biggest arenas, Dylan told his management he was shaking things up. Dylan said he was going to visit places where he’d never played. He wanted to go to small halls and college campuses—and by the way, he was going to visit those same places again and again, year after year.

				Naturally, his skeptical team objected. After all, the conventional wisdom of show business ordained that this was not what a big-time star was supposed to do. Elliot Roberts, who was arranging Dylan’s tours at the time, told the star, “You’re Jesse James. You don’t rob the same bank twice.”

				Dylan knew instinctively that Roberts was wrong. He knew better because he was the guy who went up on stage and put himself on the line. He, not his advisors watching from the wings, could see the looks on the faces of the audience members. Dylan knew when he was moving them—and, more importantly, when he wasn’t turning them on.

				How long, he began to fret, could he get the same fans to pay top dollar to see him play the same hits in soulless hockey arenas? Dylan knew that by playing smaller venues in the same cities time after time, and by pricing those tickets more reasonably, the coveted young fans would get used to returning to see him perform.

				No, these would not be the kind of big-payday shows that his peers were getting rich from. Dylan sensed, though, that those kinds of audiences were already dwindling. He knew he needed to do it differently even if none of the so-called experts thought so.

				Successful people believe in themselves. They trust their instincts; they know that they can do it. Half the battle is in our minds. If we are determined and believe we can succeed, we are more than halfway to achieving our goal.

				The opposite of confidence is fear and self-doubt. We are afraid of failure, but fear mostly exists in our minds. Instead of becoming overwhelmed with fear, why not focus on attaining success instead?

				Dylan’s fans didn’t always know what they wanted from him, but the man himself possessed the confidence to know what he wanted. He could not have known the outcome, but he had the faith to bet on himself and his instincts. He set out to build a new base by doing what he knew how to do best: perform.

				In this case, he was right on the mark. Because he covers so much territory, both geographically and musically, audiences have gotten to know his songs, embracing the live performances as well as the studio recordings of his entire catalog. He has attracted legions of new fans as a result.

				How do you know if you’re on the right track? You don’t. You can’t always know. But the trick is to push yourself. You can always do more and do it better. Little by little, your confidence will build, but it can only grow through the act of doing.

				A Series of Small Steps

				If you are working toward a big goal or dream, the task can seem insurmountable. You may not know where to start, and in view of the mountain of tasks ahead, it’s tempting to procrastinate or simply give up before you really get started.

				In this respect, we are all the same. And yet, if you wonder how people achieve big things—where they find the energy, time, and stamina for it—the answer is often simple. They just do it.

				The trick is to take one step at a time. Remember, if you don’t start, it will never happen at all. What is the very first baby step in the direction of your goal? Just focus on your first step, and when that one is done, focus on the next one, but only that one; don’t look too far ahead and get disheartened or overwhelmed. You just need to take the plunge.

				Action has always been a hallmark of Dylan’s career. At the age of nineteen, he dropped out of the University of Minnesota midway through his sophomore year and moved to Greenwich Village in January 1961 in his quest to make his mark as a folksinger.

				“Going to New York was like going to the moon,” Dylan told Cameron Crowe in one of his most comprehensive and revealing interviews ever, published as part of the retrospective musical collection Biograph in 1985. “You just didn’t get on a plane and go there, you know. New York! Ed Sullivan, the New York Yankees, Broadway, Harlem... you might as well have been talking about China. It was some place where not many people had ever gone, and anybody who did go never came back.”

				Dylan’s decision to drop out of school took a lot of guts. As an undergraduate at the largest university in his home state, Dylan had all the security that a Minnesota teenager could have hoped for in President Dwight Eisenhower’s America. But by then Dylan had clearly developed the self-reliance required for such a life-altering gambit. He knew he had to take a bold step. He was gambling on his ability and determination—and, in the parlance of Las Vegas, he was all in.

				Doing Begets Opportunity

				The smallest of actions, even the ones that seem trivial and insignificant, can lead to success. Sometimes opportunity presents itself only while you are in the act of doing something else. Action begets opportunity.

				An apt illustration of this point occurred in July 1975, when Dylan was getting the itch to record an album of new songs. Time was on his side. The clock wasn’t ticking. He no longer felt the burden of constantly coming up with new material to satisfy the demands of his record label. “That pressure is off,” Dylan told radio interviewer Mary Travers in March 1975. His highly successful album Blood on the Tracks had just come out, and it had been received extremely well by critics and fans alike. The challenge, then, was more personal for Dylan. How could the man follow it up? Eager not to repeat himself, he determined that he needed to come up with a new kind of sound, something his audience would never expect.

				With this goal in mind, he was driving in Manhattan one afternoon when he spotted a striking-looking woman walking on the sidewalk. She stood out for two reasons. She had very long black hair and was carrying a violin case. Voilà! He pulled over to the curb and struck up a friendly conversation with the musician, whom he had never before met.

				Acting on a creative impulse, he invited this total stranger to accompany him to a nearby recording studio. She agreed and so impressed Dylan with her creative style of playing that he promptly asked her to join his band. The musician turned out to be Scarlet Rivera, and her forceful violin sound became an important component on Dylan’s next album, the highly successful Desire.

				Let’s face it. Most of us would have probably kept right on driving and, afraid of leaving our comfort zone or embarrassing ourselves, never dared to take such a chance. But Dylan, showing his innate knack for making his own breaks, took a shot by creating a whole new sound for himself, and it worked out rather well. Desire would prove to be the ideal follow-up to Blood on the Tracks, yet another triumph of innovation for the ever-restless and ambitious Bob Dylan.

				When you focus too much on getting there instead of here, you lose the energy and passion that dwells in that moment. Yes, it takes discipline to embrace the present, but remember, the journey itself is the main event. When you start on a course of action, you put yourself on a road filled with surprises. If you forge ahead with only the end result in mind, you can miss important signals along the way. But if you are open and ready to act, who knows what can happen?

				The Philosophy of Keep on Keepin’ On

				It’s easy to dream and imagine a better life, but you also need to give form to your thoughts with decisive action. And that’s where most of us get stuck. To create positive change, you need to take positive action.

				Too many people stop short of action. We know this is a common pitfall of businesses in which the focus is on strategy and planning and not so much on execution. The same phenomenon happens to individuals. How many days and nights do you spend dreaming about what could be? Now think about it: What if you devoted the same amount of time to doing things to make it a reality? What would happen?

				Without action, you could have the greatest idea and the greatest plan in the world and you would still fail. On the other hand, a modest idea coupled with a still-incomplete plan can often produce success when accompanied by enough action.

				The best part of this lesson is that anyone can apply it—this is not some innate gift.If you can see the goal and if you have an idea of where you’re going as well as some semblance of how you’re going to get there, then you are already ahead of most people.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				THE FINE ART OF PISSING PEOPLE OFF

			

		

	
		
			
				Bob Dylan has gained so much from pissing people off that he has practically made an art form out of the practice. He deliberately invents scenarios in which he can assert himself as a provocateur. This stands out as one of the traits that separate him from the rest of us. Most of us tend to shy away from confrontations. They make us feel uncomfortable. Not Dylan. He understands the benefits of pushing people’s buttons. Ultimately, his ability to piss people off has played a large part in his longevity and knack for reinventing himself.

				From his days as an up-and-coming folksinger in Greenwich Village in the early 1960s to his controversial performances in China in April 2011, Dylan has willfully irritated, enraged, and infuriated fans and critics alike. But these acts are not at all the frivolous pursuits of a mischievous mind. The act of getting people worked up is, in fact, a cornerstone of Dylan’s strategic vision for himself as an ever-evolving musician and artist. By doing this, Dylan can succeed in keeping the outsiders off-balance. So, as he immediately creates space for himself, he allows his art to grow. Dylan gains the freedom from the naysayers that he needs so much. He can innovate, experiment, and finally move forward.

				Too many of us shy away from rocking the boat. The need to please and get along with people can prevent us from moving forward. But if you don’t stand up for yourself, who will? Dylan shows us how crucial it is to assert your value even if it means making people uncomfortable. This is true in good times, naturally, because you want to keep your personal momentum going. But it is absolutely essential for you to do when you don’t necessarily hold the upper hand or when you know you’ll be upsetting people. We can see that Dylan carried out this valuable lesson going back to the beginning of his career.

				Standing Up to the Suits

				To his credit, Dylan was pissing people off long before he became a worldwide star. It takes a lot of guts, or some good old-fashioned chutzpah, to put yourself on the line when you have everything to gain simply by keeping quiet and going along with the program. But you have to innately recognize, too, that the rewards are immeasurable in terms of gaining self-confidence and showing people that you mean business. The most instructive example of the young Dylan provoking people occurred when The Ed Sullivan Show, then America’s number one television variety program, invited him to appear on May 12, 1963. An appearance on this CBS Sunday night institution had helped catapult Dylan’s hero Elvis Presley to superstardom in the 1950s, and the fast-talking impresario would repeat the feat when he introduced the Beatles to America in February 1964. Understandably, Dylan, still a few weeks shy of his twenty-second birthday, was thrilled to be asked to perform. He told Rolling Stone in 2009 that it was “a dream come true just to be on that stage.”

				But on the day of the show, a CBS censor overruled Ed Sullivan himself and refused to allow Dylan to come on the show and sing his original composition “Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues,” a song that lampoons the paranoia about the Communist threat in America during the cold war.

				Of course, Dylan could have done what most people in his situation would have decided to do: swallowed his pride, taken the easy way out, and agreed to sing a different song. For instance, “Blowin’ in the Wind” would have been an obvious substitution and a wholly acceptable one, at that. Dylan had written the song, and it was about to gain traction as an anthem of the civil rights movement. When Peter, Paul, and Mary later covered it, their radio-friendly version achieved such enormous success that it became the fastest-selling single in the history of Warner Bros. Records. Clearly, with so much riding on this appearance, it made no sense at all for such a young and powerless kid to risk alienating one of the most powerful men in all of television. The smart career move would have been for Dylan to play it safe and sing any damned song that would have kept him on the show. Or would it have?

				Even though Dylan needed Sullivan more than Sullivan needed him, he flatly refused to play a more palatable number and promptly bolted from the television studio. “I just had it in my mind to sing that particular song,” Dylan told the noted historian Douglas Brinkley, who wrote the Rolling Stone cover story in 2009.

				As it turned out, Dylan’s decision to push back at Ed Sullivan was an inspired act. Dylan transformed his image overnight, from ragamuffin Everyman folksinger to the oppressed victim of CBS’s bullyboy corporate censorship. Not only did Dylan attract immediate, favorable write-ups in the press; crucially, this ballsy decision also did wonders to popularize his long-lasting image as a singer and a songwriter of great integrity, a man who represented the underdog in society. Not surprisingly, Dylan soon went on to write such antiestablishment anthems as “The Times They Are a-Changin’.” Meanwhile, Dylan’s credibility as a principled folksinger soon spread like wildfire. Before long he was invited to sing at the historic civil rights rally in Washington, DC, on August 28, 1963, on the afternoon when the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his stirring “I Have a Dream” speech. Pundits began to refer to Dylan as the spokesman for his generation. No wonder Brinkley noted in his Rolling Stone piece: “Bolting from The Ed Sullivan Show was the true turning point in Dylan’s life script.”

				More than any of his counterparts in popular music, Dylan is revered because he lives his principles. This is why he can sound totally credible when he sings such moving songs decrying injustice as “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll,” “Percy’s Song,” “Hurricane,” and “Lenny Bruce.” It’s also why John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, Paul Simon, Phil Ochs, Tracy Chapman, Neil Young, Bruce Springsteen, Bono, Sinéad O’Connor, and many other songwriters have so admired Dylan through the years. They see that Dylan isn’t afraid to challenge people and even anger them.

				In 1963, Bob Dylan needed Ed Sullivan more than Sullivan needed Dylan, but by not being afraid to assert himself, Dylan came out ahead. How many of us would have stood up to the powers-that-be and lost the chance of a lifetime? I bet you, not many. But in every situation, you have to ask yourself, Am I just going along because I’m afraid to rock the boat? If you truly believe in something, however small, it’s worth standing up for.

				That was the point in his life when Dylan drew a line in the sand and showed himself and the rest of the world that he would be willing to sacrifice a quick fix—a national TV appearance!—for his principles. And he didn’t do it quietly; he told the biggest name in TV entertainment that he would not play ball. The decision changed the path of his career.

				Five decades later, Dylan is still calling the shots and doesn’t get overly impressed by any suit, even when it is being worn by the leader of the free world. Just see what President Barack Obama told Rolling Stone in 2010: 

				

				Here’s what I love about Dylan: He was exactly as you’d expect he would be. He wouldn’t come to the rehearsal; usually, all these guys are practicing before the set in the evening. He didn’t want to take a picture with me; usually all the talent is dying to take a picture with me and Michelle before the show, but he didn’t show up to that.He came in and played “The Times They Are a-Changin’.” A beautiful rendition. The guy is so steeped in this stuff that he can just come up with some new arrangement, and the song sounds completely different. Finishes the song, steps off the stage... comes up, shakes my hand, sort of tips his head, gives me just a little grin, and then leaves.... That was our only interaction with him. And I thought: That’s how you want Bob Dylan, right? You don’t want him to be all cheesin’ and grinnin’ with you. You want him to be a little skeptical about the whole enterprise.

				Electric Shock

				Undoubtedly, the most infamous example of Dylan pissing people off occurred on July 25, 1965. On that fateful Sunday night, Dylan took the stage at the annual Newport Folk Festival to resounding cheers, befitting his status as the king of folk music and in tribute to his triumphs there in 1963 and 1964. But as soon as he and the raucous Butterfield Blues Band plugged in, the crowd gasped. “They certainly booed, I’ll tell you that—you could hear it all over the place,” Dylan recalled five months later during a televised press conference in San Francisco. In the annals of musical performance, the only precedent took place in May 1913, when Igor Stravinsky debuted his ballet The Rite of Spring and sparked a riot. But Dylan knew exactly what he was doing on that tumultuous summer night in Rhode Island.

				What Dylan neglected to say at the press conference was the most telling point of all: He intended to shock people when he went electric. He sought to unsettle them. Though it seemed he was determined to throw dirt on the grave of his folk legacy in the most public and provocative way possible, and at all costs, Dylan had a strategic objective.

				Dylan had outpaced his contemporaries in the folk community. By 1963, the folk breakout The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan was his ticket to the big time. It was his first big-selling album and the first one that caught the attention of people outside the close-knit folk world. Everyone in Greenwich Village had cheered his success because it lifted the entire genre. His impact was so significant he might have rested on those laurels for the rest of his career. Pete Seeger had. Dave Van Ronk had. Phil Ochs had. Even Joan Baez had. Any one of them would have told Dylan this was no time to change course. These were his friends, his colleagues, people who boosted his career. And he was about to be accused of betraying them all.

				“I was doing fine the way I was going,” Dylan told interviewers about this period. But if he had played it safe, continuing to churn out folk hits, he surely would have become a period curio. Like such immensely talented peers as Seeger, Van Ronk, Ochs, and Baez, he would have been identified with folk music forever. Dylan wanted more out of his work.

				Dylan saw the handwriting on the wall. He’d heard the Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand” (famously mistaking the line “I can’t hide” for the more risqué “I get high”) and the Animals’ brilliant cover of “The House of the Rising Sun,” a Dylan folk staple, and he knew that the future was now; he would have to reinvent himself. To do that, he would need to turn his back on the thing that made him what he was. He became aware of the power of the Beatles while driving cross-country that February. He marveled out in Colorado that the British quartet had amassed eight songs in the charts. Eight songs! The times were definitely changing.

				By going electric, Dylan dared to do something that most of us wouldn’t have the courage to do in our own lives: tamper with our track record of success. We study hard in school, start at the bottom of a company, work overtime slavishly, take constant guff from bosses, and claw our way up the corporate ladder—all in the hope of making a name for ourselves in our field. The last thing any of us would deliberately do at that point is to undermine our hard-won achievements. But at some point, success is a trap. You can start to coast and slide. It’s a slippery slope, devoting all of your time toward holding on to what you have, rather than pondering new ways to innovate and build something different.

				When you find yourself losing ground, Dylan’s way may be the only route back up again. You have to expect—no, welcome—resistance. Like Dylan, you must revel in your ability to challenge people’s impressions of you. And if you happen to cause a commotion along the way, so be it. Just before he took the stage for his first post-Newport concert, a month later at the West Side Tennis Club at Forest Hills in New York City, Dylan gathered his musicians in a football-style huddle backstage and excitedly told them: “It’s gonna be a circus out there!”

				You must be willing to put yourself in the middle of the circus if you’re going to make change in your life. Dylan was 100 percent willing to provoke people, and you should be, too, if it serves your objective. Robbie Robertson played lead guitar during Dylan’s electric concerts in 1965 and 1966, and he recognized Dylan’s extraordinary belief in his choice. “He believed so much in what he was doing. Nothing was going to stop him.”

				So it was in July 1965 that a crowd of more than a hundred thousand flocked to Newport to see Dylan perform his folk hits as the solo-acoustic troubadour they had come to know and love and nearly deify. There was a long delay before he came on, and the crowd grew restless. When Dylan walked onstage that night, wearing a leather jacket and an electric Fender Stratocaster guitar, spectators, already antsy, knew something was different. He got only as far as a few bars of “Maggie’s Farm” when the booing started. The pressure intensified as he launched into the third song, “Like a Rolling Stone,” the first time the song had been played in front of a live audience. Pete Seeger supposedly grabbed an ax and headed for the soundboard, to cut the cables to the speakers rather than listen to the abomination before him.

				Dylan was visibly shaken but knew in his heart that if he gave them what they wanted, there would be nothing left for him. He’d end up heading for Las Vegas and playing the same greatest hits for the next twenty-five years. Dylan’s under-rehearsed band barely played for twenty minutes, but they changed the course of Dylan’s career forever.

				Tangled Up in Pink

				Think of how something as minor and mundane as someone growing a beard or getting a tattoo can automatically become the talk of the office for days. So, imagine the shock that couch potatoes watching American Idol got in April 2004 during a commercial for the Victoria’s Secret Angels line. It wasn’t the supermodel slithering her way through a palazzo in Venice wearing heels, lingerie, and a pair of oversize, feathery wings that made them do a double take. No, it was the appearance of a scruffy, mustachioed, and dare I say devilishly charismatic sixty-something Bob Dylan, accompanied by the song “Love Sick” from his Time Out of Mind album.

				No sooner did the spot air than accusations flew fast and furious that Dylan had sold out. Again. Throughout his career, Dylan has been accused of being crass and self-serving, but this seemed to take the cake.

				Predictably, the nation’s headline writers had a field day, too, mocking America’s favorite new geriatric sex symbol:

				

				“Bob Dylan Sells Out”

				“Bob Dylan Gets Tangled Up in Pink”

				“Tangled Up in Boobs”

				

				“We’d considered the headline, ‘Dylan Has Gone Positively Madison Avenue,’ but it didn’t fit our space limitations,” Brian Steinberg, then the advertising-beat reporter for the Wall Street Journal, told me. “We were shocked—the counterculture was supposed to be free of commercial interests, right? What was going to come next? ‘For What It’s Worth’ in a Coke commercial?”

				The reaction of Dylan’s fans was positively melodramatic. “I’m going to have to go blow my brains out,” wailed John Baky, the curator of Dylan material at La Salle University in Philadelphia, to Steinberg.

				But those who accused him of being a shill who would do anything for a big check missed the point entirely. Dylan’s motivations have always been more strategic than purely financial, and this case was no different.

				Besides, let’s face it: Like it or not, it was hardly revolutionary for aging pop stars to align with Madison Avenue. Sting hawked Jaguars, and James Taylor and Michael McDonald gave MCI a hand. In fact, a few years earlier, Dylan himself had allowed the Bank of Montreal to use “The Times They Are a-Changin’” in a television commercial.

				But this was the same man who had once spat out the lyrics, “Money doesn’t talk, it swears.” What did it mean when the voice of a generation had become the symbol of capitalism that they had once fought against? Was Dylan selling out? 

				Yes and no.

				To the discerning eye, there was surely a method to Dylan’s machinations. Once again, he was showing the world that his image was his—not theirs—to define. He didn’t even acknowledge what the naysayers said about him. In fact, he didn’t mind at all.

				The Wall Street Journal’s Steinberg was savvy enough to recognize that there was something happening here, and what it was, was exactly clear.

				“He was cognizant of the fact that when Victoria’s Secret approached him, it would be a good way to reach a younger audience,” Steinberg said. “Radio was not the way to do it anymore, and he had to take matters into his own hands with an innovative way to present his music to a younger audience while keeping his base. Victoria’s Secret was upscale, female-focused and it had a reputation for doing beautiful commercials.”

				At a time when artists of his generation were having a hard time getting mass exposure for their music, Victoria’s Secret agreed to feature his CDs for sale in its nationwide retail stores. Dylan would get an opportunity to reach out to young women consumers, a lucrative demographic that went beyond his traditional male base. And the controversy didn’t hurt, either, as people of all generations debated his relevance. Dylan, just shy of his sixty-third birthday, proved his ability as a provocateur. Again.

				Prepare for Ridicule, Humiliation, and Loneliness

				Every time you choose to make a radical, public change in your life, no matter who you may be, you’re bound to face not only anger but also something far worse—ridicule.

				Most people dread the prospect of public criticism and humiliation. We would do anything—anything—to avoid being laughed at. So, we play it safe. We don’t stick our necks out as far as we should. We censor ourselves and hold back our true spirit, because when we willfully do something passionately, the chances are that somebody will put it down and try hard to crush our spirit.

				Do you know what the man who has been lampooned by Saturday Night Live many times would say? Bring it on.

				He might also add: If they’re going to get worked up anyway, why not give them something to really get mad at?

				According to Dylan, it’s far better to be controversial than irrelevant. How many of us strive to avoid controversy? How many times have we aimed to please and make the peace only to lose sight of our goals in the process? 

				Dylan’s former assistant Arthur Rosato has seen many of Dylan’s ups and downs and always marvels at his old boss’s resolve. Like other people close to Dylan, Rosato drew strength from the man’s determination. “I learned so much from him about dealing with criticism,” Rosato told me during a phone conversation in 2011. “He knows you’re not doing it for them—you’re doing it for yourself.”

				The act of going electric was the turning point for Dylan. What is yours? It takes incredible courage to make a decision that you know will change everything; nevertheless, you have to decide where you want to go, test the waters, and dive in. Sure, the results may not always be spectacular. Dylan certainly encountered disappointment, disillusionment, and setbacks. A year after Newport, a concertgoer called him “Judas” at England’s Manchester Free Trade Hall for betraying the folk music tradition. That must have been a blow, but Dylan always managed to lift himself off the canvas and come back a little more resolute and a lot stronger.

				You must inoculate yourself against other people’s negative reactions and have enough faith in yourself to see things through. As you face the inevitable criticism, how do you find the inner strength to hold your ground? If you’re anything like Dylan, you trust your instincts to know that you are doing what is right for yourself, even though everyone is swearing that it is so very wrong. How many of us would call it quits before even starting? Not Dylan, and that has made all the difference. 
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				FIND FULFILLMENT OUTSIDE OF YOUR COMFORT ZONE
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