
[image: cover]


LIGHT COME SHINING


INNER LIVES

SERIES EDITOR

William Todd Schultz

[image: image]

Dan P. Mcadams

GEORGE W. BUSH AND THE REDEMPTIVE DREAM: A PSYCHOLOGICAL PORTRAIT

William Todd Schultz

TINY TERROR: WHY TRUMAN CAPOTE (ALMOST) WROTE ANSWERED PRAYERS

Tim Kasser

LUCY IN THE MIND OF LENNON

Kyle Arnold

THE DIVINE MADNESS OF PHILIP K. DICK

Andrew McCarron

LIGHT COME SHINING: THE TRANSFORMATIONS OF BOB DYLAN


LIGHT COME SHINING

The Transformations of Bob Dylan

Andrew McCarron

[image: image]




[image: image]

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press in the UK and certain other countries.

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press

198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America.

© Oxford University Press 2017

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law, by license, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reproduction rights organization. Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: McCarron, Andrew, author.

Title: Light come shining : the transformations of Bob Dylan / Andrew McCarron.

Description: New York : Oxford University Press, 2017. | Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016006379 | ISBN 9780199313471 (hardback: alk. paper) | eISBN 9780199313495

Subjects: LCSH: Dylan, Bob, 1941–| Singers—United States—Biography. | Dylan, Bob, 1941—Psychology. | Singers—United States—Psychology.

Classification: LCC ML420.D98 M176 2017 | DDC 782.42164092—dc23

LC record available at http://lccn.loc.gov/2016006379


CONTENTS

Credits 

Prologue: A Case for This Psychobiography 

1.Masked and Anonymous 

2.The Motorcycle Crack Up 

3.Saved 

4.The Recommitment 

5.World Gone Wrong 

6.The American Proteus 

NOTES ON SOURCES 

INDEX


CREDITS

A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall

Copyright © 1963 by Warner Bros. Inc.; renewed 1991 by Special Rider Music

Ain’t Talkin’

Copyright © 2006 by Special Rider Music

Ballad Of A Thin Man

Copyright © 1965 by Warner Bros. Inc.; renewed 1993 by Special Rider Music

Dark Eyes

Copyright © 1985 by Special Rider Music

Desolation Row

Copyright © 1965 by Warner Bros. Inc.; renewed 1993 by Special Rider Music

Every Grain Of Sand

Copyright © 1981 by Special Rider Music

I Shall Be Released

Copyright ©1967, 1970 by Dwarf Music; renewed 1995 by Dwarf Music

In The Garden

Copyright © 1980 by Special Rider Music

Lonesome Day Blues

Copyright © 2001 by Special Rider Music

Nettie Moore

Copyright © 2006 by Special Rider Music

Red River Shore

Copyright © 2008 by Special Rider Music

Where Teardrops Fall

Copyright © 1989 by Special Rider Music

With God On Our Side

Copyright © 1963 by Warner Bros. Inc.; renewed 1991 by Special Rider Music


PROLOGUE

A Case for This Psychobiography

And not the lifetime of one man only

But of old stones that cannot be deciphered

—T. S. Eliot

Why a psychobiography on Bob Dylan, especially considering the staggering number of Dylan books out in the world? Is there more to be known? Hasn’t everything been said already? To be sure, several outstanding biographies exist. Robert Shelton’s pioneering No Direction Home (1986, 2010), Howard Sounes’s scrupulously researched Down the Highway (2001, 2011), and, easily the best of all, Clinton Heylin’s ever-expanding Behind the Shades (1991, 2001, 2011) offer excellent portraits of the enigmatic rock star. There is also a sizable library of Dylan books with a topical focus. Whether it’s the folkies of Greenwich Village, the student movement of the Sixties and Seventies, Born Again Christians, the Chabad Lubavitch community, or English Department postmodernists, specific intellectual and sociopolitical groups have repeatedly claimed Bob Dylan as their spokesperson or guru. It’s not uncommon to encounter books that make a case for a philosophical center to Dylan’s oeuvre, or a Jewish one, or an Anglo poetic foundation. There are also unpublished manuscripts decrying him as an overrated plagiarizing drunkard with few friends,1 as well as saintly accounts that have him doing everything short of multiplying loaves and walking on water.

And then there are the many blogs and fanzines dedicated to “Bob’s” every set list and public appearance, and obsessive fans who have done everything from dig through his garbage to buy his boyhood home, ostensibly for posterity, but just as likely to maintain tenuous connections to a man they’ve never met yet feel they know intimately. In The Dylanologists (2014), author David Kinney explores the life stories of a group of these obsessive fans, some of whom have dedicated large chunks of their lives to following Dylan’s tour bus and traveling on pilgrimages to places that are significant to his legend—Hibbing, the Kettle of Fish and Café Wha? in Greenwich Village, and Woodstock, among other locations. Early in his book, Kinney offers a description of this bizarre subculture within which he includes himself:

We keep track of everything: every recording session and every tour date, every song on every bootleg, every word ever caught by a recording device. We are all preoccupied with facts and dates, as if cataloguing these things will solve the mysteries of his life, and ours. We investigate the unanswered questions of his career. We pile up pages for Dylan books and Dylan fanzines and Dylan blogs, or just for our own private circle of Dylan friends. We go to conventions and tribute shows and meet-ups and lectures. We figure out how to play the songs on our guitars. We track down all the literary, musical, and cultural allusions in his work. We collect the things he left behind: scraps of writing paper, guitars, harmonicas, books, cigarette butts. One day we discover with a flash that more than a few of our closest friends, sometimes even our spouses, are fellow fans. (Kinney, 2014, 2)

The projections of biographers, experts, and other interpreters have generated a kaleidoscopic public image that has burdened and frustrated the living and breathing man beyond any conceivable measure (in addition to making him a great deal of money). According to Dylan’s Greenwich Village girlfriend, Suze Rotolo, Dylan’s followers are so taken by his music that they make him in their own image. Consequently, the sprawling literature that has sprung up around him has increased his multiplicity, mystery, and elusiveness. Finding the man in the myth requires an approach akin to what the German theologian Rudolf Bultmann called “demythologization.” As an approach, psychobiography attempts to demythologize lives that are challenging to interpret, especially ones that are knotty with contradictions, shifting centers of meaning, moral ambiguities, and apocryphal narratives. Of course, comprehensive biographies like Clinton Heylin’s Behind the Shades are after a similar end. But psychobiography differs from biography in terms of focus. It attempts to capture the unique psychological “fingerprint” of a person by trying to make sense of an idiosyncratic, hard-to-pin-down part of him or her that contributes significantly to identity and behavior. The personality psychologist Henry Murray once wrote that we are all in some respects like all other people, like some other people, and like no other people (Murray & Kluckhohn, 1953). Psychobiography tackles this last piece, the part of a person that’s unique and that may resist easy intelligibility. It asks why someone is the way he or she is—then draws on psychological theory and experimental research to address the question. Much like the hagiographical tradition of the Middle Ages, psychobiography is after the essence of lives. The two genres are similar insofar as they concern themselves with a specific feature or virtue within the lives of their subjects, whether it’s Saint Francis’s relationship to the natural world or Jack Kerouac’s lifelong search for his dead brother, Gerard. This sort of approach is at odds with the “who knows more” scholasticism of Dylan studies, where Dylanologists battle over the dating of songs, the names of girlfriends, and the exact number of children he has had outside of his two known marriages. The field of Dylanology, consequently, has reached a point of absurdity. To quote from Dylan’s 2006 song “Nettie Moore,” on the album Modern Times, “The world of research has gone berserk / too much paper work.” Psychobiography tries to cut through the biographical paper work with one or more claims about a person’s underlying motivations prompted by a well-crafted psychological question.

Beyond being one of the most lauded and loved songwriters and performers of all time, there are multiple other reasons why Dylan’s life is worth thinking about. First of all, there is much to be learned in the study of cultural icons. Such individuals come to symbolize many of our shared fantasies and fears as a society. In 1985, Spin Magazine asked Dylan if there was anyone that he would enjoy interviewing himself. Dylan’s response: Hank Williams, Apollinaire, Marilyn Monroe, John F. Kennedy, Joseph of Arimathea, Mohammed, and Paul the Apostle. He is then quoted saying, “I’d like to interview people who died leaving a great unsolved mess behind, who left people for ages to do nothing but speculate.” During my doctoral years, I heard the adage to understand one person is to understand the world. This strikes me as especially true of iconic lives. An understanding of why Norma Jean changed her appearance and became Marilyn Monroe—or why Hank Williams wrote the music that he did—paint human portraits that teach us a good deal about the times, places, and circumstances that helped create these individuals, in addition to the roles their lives play in the constructions of our own identities.

Second, we live in an age dominated by pathography, a term that refers to biographies that reduce subjects to unresolved conflicts, limitations, and hang-ups. Explaining Simone Weil’s attraction to ascetic spirituality as a consequence of her lifelong struggle with an eating disorder or Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa as a symptom of underlying sexual ambivalence (as Freud once did) offers a simplistic interpretation of complex phenomena. Claiming that someone is bipolar, clinically depressed, or bulimic may help make sense of a range of behaviors, but such labels do little to advance an understanding of personality. The particulars of a life should be consulted for that sort of understanding, not the Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). The diagnostic categories in the DSM replace the dynamics of personality with a homogenizing checklist of symptoms. There are no etiological speculations and no case studies in this compendium of mental diseases, currently in its fifth iteration. Personality cannot be winnowed down to a facile equation or cliché. Personality is bigger than clichés. To quote from Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, “I am large … I contain multitudes.”

There is clear merit to studying lives that are generative. The French existential philosopher Jean Paul Sartre characterized the proper study of a man as determining “what he succeeds in making of what he has been made.” Living a generative life involves going beyond the immediate biological and social needs of one’s existence and creating something shining (e.g., a body of work or legacy) that engenders purpose and benefits future generations. People who score highly on indicators of generativity teach us about the utmost potentials of human life and development, demonstrating the various shapes that a life can take. Ever since the pioneering work of William James, academic psychology has examined the extent to which adult personality can be reconfigured beyond genetic and environmental constraints. The lives of people who are particularly generative offer valuable insights into both the plasticity and deterministic limitations of who we are as a species. A fascinating part of Bob Dylan’s generativity involves the myriad changes that he has experienced as an artist. The more striking of these turns in the road coincide with transformations at the levels of identity and personality.

The six chapters that follow offer a modest glimpse into the inner life of Bob Dylan, who, in case you’re wondering, I’ve never met. When I finally tracked down someone who claimed to have access to him, I was told that Mr. Dylan wasn’t interested in speaking about his thoughts and feelings and generally gave only one high-profile interview (e.g., with 60 Minutes, Rolling Stone, etc.) per major project. Even if I had been granted an audience, it’s unlikely that he’d have a clear picture of his own motives because people almost never do. Thankfully, the absence of direct access to a subject doesn’t prevent good psychobiography from being done. Enough documentary evidence, in addition to a mixture of critical judgment, historical perspective, and a willingness to discern order from disorder are the most vital ingredients. And at the heart of it all must be an ethical commitment not to exploit or sensationalize the subject. Rembrandt’s portraits and Leonardo da Vinci’s anatomical drawings are better models for life studies than the salacious “tell-all’s” that dominate the popular biographical marketplace.

During the process of drafting this book, I was asked what was new about my take on Dylan. But the task of a good psychobiographer or any researcher doing qualitative work on a life isn’t to generate a new theory. Striving for originality for its own sake runs the risk of producing a caricature. The goal, rather, is to construct a representative portrait of a person as he or she experiences and understands his or her life. The narrative psychologist and artist Suzanne Ouellette has written on how the psychological study of a person and portrait painting share similarities. Ouellette writes, “As I paint, I seek to recognize and look through prior social constructions to capture in paint the reality I see in my distinctive way; a way that represents both the individuality of the person I am painting, and a few small truths about what it means to be a person that strike me as transcending the particular individual in a particular pose.” The same can be said of good psychobiography. Such portraits aim to capture “not the lifetime of one man only / But of old stones that cannot be deciphered,” as T. S. Eliot puts it in Four Quartets.

This work requires the delicate art of bringing a life into form and faithfully accenting its surfaces with color. Bob Dylan, of course, is notorious for refusing to sit still for long. He is a prince of protean self-reinvention and deflection. His wheeling, dealing, and jiving during interviews have led to a dizzying accumulation of masks. But I hope to show how a careful look across the surfaces of these masks reveals the depths of a life characterized by more unity than disunity, more coherence than fragmentation. And at the heart of this coherence is a repetitive story of spiritual death and rebirth grounded in a sonic mystery religion that Bob Dylan first heard as kid in the Forties by turning the dial of the family radio.

It bears mentioning from the outset that I’m not trying to explain why Dylan composed the songs and lyrics that he did. In a letter to Carl Jung, Freud wrote, “Before the problem of the creative artist analysis must, alas, lay down its arms.” Believing that human beings were “over-determined,” he was doubtful that psychoanalysis could penetrate the sources of creativity, writing elsewhere that “all genuinely creative writings are the products of more than a single motive and more than a single impulse in the poet’s mind, and are open to more than a single interpretation.” I agree with this assessment. What this book does do is to search Dylan’s self-descriptions and some lyrics for recurring themes and plotlines that help make psychological sense of his many personal and artistic changes over the decades.



1 . In the late 1990s, Dylan’s former girlfriend, Susan Ross, unsuccessfully attempted to find a publisher for a tell-all unauthorized biography of her ex-boyfriend that revealed him to be a lousy lover and raging alcoholic who’d been secretly married twice and fathered a number of children since his 1978 divorce from his first wife Sara Lownds.


LIGHT COME SHINING


1

MASKED AND ANONYMOUS


Man is a “choice,” a struggle, a constant becoming. He is an infinite migration, a migration within himself, from clay to God; he is a migrant within his own soul.

—Ali Shariati



Bob Dylan’s transformations from his early days on the folk scene in New York City to the present have been an object of fascination to the point of cliché and parody. He has been called the man who wasn’t there, a complete unknown, a mystery tramp, to name only a few of many monikers. The Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin conceived of people as “unfinalizable,” as constantly in a state of becoming. According to this view, we’re continually changing, and no person can ever be fully known by others—or by oneself for that matter. This process view of being human fits Bob Dylan like a glove. “Nothing stays where it is for very long,” he said to Mikal Gilmore in 2012. “Trees grow tall, leaves fall, rivers dry up and flowers die. New people are born every day. Life doesn’t stop.” Similarly, in Martin Scorsese’s documentary No Direction Home (2005), Dylan explains that, as an artist, he can’t ever feel as if he has “arrived somewhere” and that he has to “be constantly in a state of becoming.” The wiry, wild-haired mid-Sixties poet/prophet with his sunglasses and acoustic guitar was only one in a series of colorful personae through which Dylan has morphed over the years. It has been frustrating to him that who he was during those days has become a fixture of his legend. He has referred to himself as someone who spends each day living in the ruins of Pompeii. Everywhere he goes, he encounters images of who he was at a much earlier moment in his life, even though the wizened Delta blues–obsessed troubadour he has become bears only a minimal resemblance to the “Bob Dylan” that many concertgoers pay money hoping to see. Although he can still pull off a spirited live performance, online and print reviews of his shows are rife with disappointed commentary on how his look and sound have changed. A 2012 concert review that appeared in the Toronto Star reflected on how Dylan cleared out the sparsely attended arena by “bloody mindedly playing the crank and serving up an uncompromising mix of rambling recent numbers rendered in the jump-blues vein and thoroughly (read: almost unrecognizably) worked-over catalogue standards such as ‘A Hard Rain’s a-Gonna Fall,’ ‘Blind Willie McTell,’ and a set-concluding grind on ‘Blowin’ in the Wind.’ ”

Perusing the sizable library of published materials on his life and work reveals much more than appraisals of his stunning catalogue of music. They participate in a fifty-plus-year attempt to find the man amid the twists and turns of a rock-n-roll legend. The titles of popular Dylan biographies and documentaries reveal the celebrity cult that has trailed him since his twenties. Behind the Shades, Who Is That Man?: In Search of the Real Bob Dylan, Alias Bob Dylan Revisited, Bob Dylan Revealed, and The Other Side of the Mirror dangle the mystery of who Dylan really is, promising a portrait of the man stripped of his myriad masks. But in the words of filmmaker Todd Haynes, who cast six actors to depict different facets of Dylan’s life and artistic personae in his 2009 film I’m Not There: “The minute you try to grab hold of Dylan, he’s no longer where he was. He’s like a flame: If you try to hold him in your hand you’ll surely get burned. Dylan’s life of change and constant disappearances and constant transformations makes you yearn to hold him, and to nail him down.”

Even Dylan’s physical appearance has been couched in terms of changeability. According to friend and fellow early-1960s folk singer Eric von Schmidt, Dylan had “the most incredible way of changing shape, changing size, changing looks. The whole time … he wore the same thing, his blue jeans and cap. And sometimes he would look big and muscular, and the next day he’d look like a little gnome, and one day he’d be kind of handsome and virile, and the following day he’d look like a thirteen-year-old child” (quoted in Cott, 2006, x).

His style of singing over the years is another moving target. The same voice that was described by Minnesotan friends as “pretty” and “beautiful” in his late teens transformed into the nasally timbre immortalized on classic albums from the mid-1960s, like Highway 61 Revisited (1965) and Blonde on Blonde (1966). His voice then evolved into the Bing Crosby croon of Nashville Skyline (1969) and Self-Portrait (1970). The lungful power of his vocal work during the mid-Seventies ascended into the prayerful precision of his gospel period. Gradually, over the decades, the quality of his voice has lowered and narrowed in range into the gravelly lilt that has characterized his singing in recent years.

With no small degree of irony, Bob Dylan began having his road manager introduce him before every live show starting in August 2002 with an announcement parodying his more recognizable changes:

Ladies and gentleman please welcome the poet laureate of rock-n-roll. The voice of the promise of the ’60s counterculture. The guy who forced folk into bed with rock. Who donned makeup in the ’70s and disappeared into a haze of substance abuse. Who emerged to find Jesus. Who was written off as a has-been by the end of the ’80s, and who suddenly shifted gears releasing some of the strongest music of his career beginning in the late ’90s. Ladies and gentleman—Columbia recording artist Bob Dylan!1

In a similar spirit, Robert Shelton chose to begin his fawning biography, No Direction Home: The Life and Music of Bob Dylan (2010), with a sentence that capitalized on the theme of death and rebirth: “This is a story about a poet and musician who was born and reborn time again, who ‘died’ several ‘deaths’ and yet continued to live” (Shelton, 2010, 13). This mercurial quality is intriguing to say the least. But people change over a lifetime, some in striking ways; Bob Dylan is hardly unique in this respect. Erik Erikson (1968) believed that it wasn’t unusual for creative people to reexamine and renegotiate their identities more often and intensely than other people. The artistic careers of David Bowie, Madonna, and Lady Gaga, for example, are all marked by change over time. Yet, for Dylan, unlike for Bowie or the others, the changes suggest transformations at the level of personality. Alongside his musical changes, it wasn’t uncommon for Dylan to change his spoken vernacular, his ideas about spirituality, the company he kept, and the self-defining memories that he shared during interviews. Dylan, who referred to himself in 2012 as a transfigured person, has frequently made reference to a feeling of personal destiny behind the constant becoming that has shaped his life.

Why did he leave Minneapolis for New York City with no clear plan or regular place to stay? Why did he change his name from Robert Zimmerman to Bob Dylan? Why did he disappear from the public eye for several years at the peak of his fame? Why did he convert to Christianity and attempt to evangelize the audiences who paid to see him play? Why did he recommit himself to singing and songwriting after nearly quitting the music business in the late Eighties? His answer: It was destiny. This powerful force compelled him to keep moving on, turning corners, disappearing, reappearing—changing his voice, image, and musical style. It’s not simply an evasive way of deflecting the inquiries of journalists in search of rational explanations to nonrational experiences. Nor is it the slippery performance of a trickster or confidence man worthy of Herman Melville or Mark Twain. It’s a piece of poetry used by Dylan to explain a defining feature of his inner life.

In this book, I argue that the best place to find Dylan’s unique psychological fingerprint is within the twists and turns of his changes. Furthermore, I show how his autobiographical reflections on the more significant of these changes reveal a recurring narrative (a script) that can be traced back to his childhood growing up in the Iron Range of northern Minnesota. This script suggests the presence of an abiding psychological structure that has driven Dylan’s transformations over the years. In particular, the script undergirds three major turning points, all of which he has couched in terms of personal destiny: the aftermath of his 1966 motorcycle “accident,” his Born Again conversion experience in 1978, and his recommitment to songwriting and performing in 1987. Across all three episodes, destiny manifested itself, and Dylan felt that he had no choice but to follow its drums.

Ever since William James proposed that personality was set in plaster (1890/1950), psychology has explored whether or not personality can change dramatically over the life span. Developmental psychologists like Erikson (1959) disagreed with James and argued for change across a series of psychosocial stages from infancy through old age. Likewise, psychoanalytic and clinical traditions have placed positive change at the center of the therapeutic process. Personality psychologists such as Dan McAdams and Jennifer Pals (2006), however, have drawn on extensive empirical research to contend that individuals remain relatively constant at the level of dispositional traits but malleable at other levels. They conceptualize personality as five interrelated levels—an individual’s unique variation on the evolutionary design for human nature expressed as a pattern of dispositional traits, characteristic adaptations, and self-defining narratives situated in specific sociocultural contexts. According to the authors’ vast survey of research, characteristic adaptions and life narratives are the most likely to show considerable change over time. So, in addition to biological and psychosocial changes accompanying developmental maturation, people can alter their cognitive/affective responses as well as the personal stories they tell to themselves and others about who they are.

Personality change can look more dramatic, too. Even James, despite suggesting that personality was “set in plaster” by the age of thirty (1890), wrote about sudden conversion experiences in The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902).2 He characterized these transformational experiences as leading to sudden, dramatic shifts in the “habitual center” of “personal energy.” James traced out a familiar conversion script in which “a sudden flood” of emotional energy altered the ideas and values at the center of one’s identity. James noticed that subjects would frequently appeal to a spiritual language when explaining what they’d been through. The personal stories he examined cited God’s plan and divine grace in particular. In more recent decades, William Miller and Janet C’deBaca of the University of New Mexico have continued James’s work on fundamental change.3 Referred to by the authors as quantum change, this curious phenomenon has been documented in response to spiritual/religious transformations, after seismic shifts in career or occupation, and during recovery from traumatic events.

The transformations described by the participants studied by Miller and C’deBaca are marked by four common qualities: (1) the magnitude and sudden onset of the experience, (2) being markedly different from ordinary change, (3) involving pervasive change across identity and behavior, and (4) enduring over time. Many “quantum changers” claim that some external agent or force prompted their changes, which often come “out of nowhere” and which were challenging to explain. As James (1902) once said of mystical phenomena, such experiences possess a character of ineffability.

The majority of the subjects interviewed by Miller and C’deBaca trace their transformational experiences back to specific turning points or scenes. These episodes often become defining memories for the individuals who undergo them and are narrated with great care and detail for years and decades into the future—eventually becoming what narrative researchers call “self-defining” memories (e.g., Singer and Bagov, 2004). Bob Dylan has characterized his changes in a language reminiscent of Miller and C’deBaca’s subjects, especially those who describe the change as a spiritual awakening and experience of transcendence that liberates them from negative circumstances by creating an altered and redemptive inner picture of the self.

Despite a reputation for manipulating the media, Dylan has tried to describe his major turning points in great detail over the years. According to Clinton Heylin, there are periods in his career when he has discussed his life with candor and depth. For instance, the years 1978 and 1985 house some of Dylan’s more forthcoming exchanges with the press. The same can be said for his 2004 memoir Chronicles: Volume One, which, despite its apocryphal anecdotes and novelistic structure, may have been an attempt on Dylan’s part to set the record straight about his past. Across the following chapters, I will offer content analyses of the interviews and autobiographical writings in which he discusses the turning points mentioned earlier. In order to provide some context, though, it’s important first to sketch an outline of Bob Dylan’s “public” biography as it stands after fifty years of investigation.

The Bob Dylan Legend

Bob Dylan was born Robert Zimmerman in 1941, into a comfortable middle-class Jewish household in Duluth, Minnesota, although he grew up in the northern mining town of Hibbing. The mining companies had extracted all the available ore from the land, so jobs weren’t as plentiful as they once were. Dylan reports an early awareness of the region’s ecological and economic struggles. He was also aware of the Cold War tensions with the Soviet Union and felt the threat of a nuclear attack from the age of ten onward. This general anxiety was assuaged some by the emotional and material support of his parents. Beatty, his mother, was the dotting guardian of her two little boys, Bob and his younger brother David.4 His father, Abraham, was distant and hardworking, though by most accounts a dedicated family man who provided handsomely for his wife and two sons, who he expected to live by his code of honesty, family, and hard work. Dylan and Abe would never have a particularly close relationship, however. Abe was the son of Jewish immigrants from Odessa who’d fled a pogrom, and Beatty came from a family of Lithuanian Jews that immigrated to Minnesota the same decade as her husband’s family. Stricken by polio shortly after his younger son’s birth and unable to continue working for his employer, Standard Oil, Abe’s dreams of advancement within the company and a life with his family in Duluth were dashed. With Beatty’s encouragement, he moved his family to his wife’s hometown of Hibbing, where he worked his way up in a hardware and appliance store owned by two of his brothers. Between Hibbing and Duluth, Bob and David grew up in a close-knit northern Jewish community of relatives and friends.

Dylan describes his childhood as restless in Chronicles: “It seemed I’d always been chasing after something, anything that moved—a car, a bird, a blowing leaf—anything that might lead me into some more lit place, some unknown land downriver.” And that river was none other than the mighty Mississippi, which runs from northern Minnesota straight on down to the Delta. “The Mississippi River, the bloodstream of the blues, also starts up from my neck of the woods. I was never too far away from any of it. It was my place in the universe, always felt like it was in my blood” (Dylan, 2004, 241).

Another line of travel that entranced him was the literal and figurative Highway 61, “the main thoroughfare of the blues.” Dylan writes, “I always felt like I’d started on it, always had been on it and could go anywhere from it, even down into the deep Delta country” (Dylan, 2004, 240). Enamored by Delta blues, country, early rock-n-roll, and Big Band music he heard over the AM radio, he picked up piano, then guitar, and played in a handful of amplified garage bands. As a teenager, he rode a motorbike around, wore a leather jacket in the style of James Dean from A Rebel Without a Cause, and used his swagger to woo a handful of local girls. Although Abe provided his wayward son with an allowance and financed the motorbike and various pieces of musical equipment, the two didn’t see eye to eye and were frequently at odds. Dylan writes about their tensions candidly in Chronicles: “Growing up, the cultural and generational differences had been insurmountable—nothing but the sound of voices, colorless unnatural speech. … The town he lived in and the town I lived in were not the same” (Dylan, 2004, 107–108).

In 1959, he delighted his worried parents by heading off to the University of Minnesota, in Minneapolis. He moved in with a cousin who resided at the university’s Jewish fraternity house. But he soon abandoned the buttoned-up world of academics for the folk and beat poetry scene around Minneapolis’s bohemian enclave, Dinkytown. It was there that he fell under the enchanting influence of Woody Guthrie’s music and loosely spun autobiography Bound for Glory, which quickly surpassed Kerouac’s On the Road as his cultural fulcrum. Before long, he became an aficionado of folk songs. With the help of folksinger friends like John Koerner, he began working up a repertoire of traditional ballads and talking blues that he soon performed at clubs like The Purple Onion and The Ten O’clock Scholar.

The winter after an influential summer honing his craft in and around Denver, he cut his ties to the university and made his way to New York City to meet his hero, Guthrie, who was suffering from Huntington’s chorea and living at a state hospital in Morristown, New Jersey. Despite their misgivings, Abe and Beatty decided to fund their son for one year during his musical adventures in “New York Town,” with the agreement that he’d return to his studies if his musical aspirations failed to pan out.

It wasn’t long before the Chaplinesque twenty-year-old took the Greenwich Village folk community by storm. Described as a human sponge, he absorbed everything he possibly could from established players on the scene like Dave Van Ronk, Richie Havens, and Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, and he played a two-week residency at Gerde’s Folk City, opening up for the blues great John Lee Hooker within a year of his arrival. Shortly after being praised by Robert Shelton in the New York Times in September 1961 as “a bright new face in folk music … bursting at the seams with talent,” Dylan was offered a coveted recording contract with Columbia Records by the legendary John Hammond. As his reputation as a major talent increased, so did the imaginative scope of his personal narrative, which established early on that knowing the dancer from the dance would be challenging. “If you told the truth, that was all well and good and if you told the un-truth, well, that’s still well and good,” Dylan would write decades later. “Folk songs had taught me that.”

The more that people inquired, the more fantastical his yarns became. His August 1962 decision to legally change his name from Robert Allen Zimmerman to Bob Dylan was only one of a growing number of experiments in the arena of identity. Like many of the colorful personalities who hung around Greenwich Village, Dylan played out the role of an improvisational character spun together from a shifting constellation of Steinbeck, Beat novels, folklore, and, above all else, Woody Guthrie’s Bound for Glory. He told a bunch of people that he was an orphan from New Mexico, part Sioux Indian and part Irish-English-Welsh-Okie. He falsely claimed that when he wasn’t running away from the orphanage as a child, he was bounced between foster families.
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