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Foreword

On a cold day in January 1961, Bob Dylan, like one of Jack Kerouac’s characters, arrived in New York City and headed straight to the clubs of Greenwich Village. Eight months later, he was discovered by John Hammond and signed a contract with Columbia Records. The folksinger’s first album, simply titled Bob Dylan, was recorded in two three-hour sessions on November 20 and 22, 1961, and released a few months later on March 19, 1962. That marks the beginning of one of the most astonishing and exciting chapters in the history of popular music.

Bob Dylan has long been a mythical figure, a guide, and a reference point. The public knows multiple facets of Dylan: poet, songwriter, musician, singer, actor, and author. The labels are as numerous as they are narrow. It would be pointless to pigeonhole the creator of “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “Like a Rolling Stone,” and “Idiot Wind” in a particular role. He is at once Woody Guthrie, Leadbelly, Robert Johnson, Hank Williams, Buddy Holly, and Little Richard, and he draws poetic and philosophical inspiration from William Blake, Allen Ginsberg, and Arthur Rimbaud, as well as biblical texts. He revisits and then transcends the great maelstrom of musical and artistic sensibilities. “It speaks to me as I listen to some of the political rhetoric,” Barack Obama once said of “Maggie’s Farm.” That is also Dylan’s genius. Everyone finds in his extensive repertoire a song that touches, speaks to, and moves him.

More than half a century has passed since Bob Dylan, a debut album that sounded like a poignant tribute to the pioneers of the blues. Thirty-six studio albums have been released in addition to singles, compilations, soundtracks, and the famous Bootleg Series. After all these years of enchanting and transforming the world, the artist’s popularity is undiminished. Therefore, today, it seems appropriate to go back over his career from the songs first recorded in Minneapolis, well before John Hammond took Dylan under his wing at Columbia, to Shadows in the Night, released in February 2015. This last album is at once an appreciation of Frank Sinatra and a tribute to the Great American Songbook.

Bob Dylan: All the Songs focuses on Dylan’s studio songs, album after album, single after single, outtake after outtake. Indeed, to embrace the totality of his work, albums and singles are not enough. Dylan often recorded many more titles than required for the final track listing on an album. Unsuccessful recordings, designated by the term outtakes, have been released since 1991 in a collection of official records called The Bootleg Series, with the latest installment to date appearing in November 2014. In this book we present the outtakes from each album, indicated by the series number of the corresponding bootleg and a small icon just after the official song. For these outtakes, we omit only unpublished takes of the songs that are not on official albums. It has not been possible for us to write about all 138 takes on The Basement Tapes Complete, released at the end of 2014. However, we do discuss all the songs on The Basement Tapes issued in 1975, except those not performed by Dylan himself. We also present the early songs, written before Dylan signed with Columbia.

A total of 492 songs are discussed. After a chronological presentation of the albums, singles, and compilations to which the songs belong—recording circumstances, technical details, cover design, instruments—each song is analyzed from two perspectives: genesis and lyrics (inspiration and delivered messages) and production (Dylan’s musical approach and recording techniques, including the contributions of musicians, producers, and sound engineers).

For this long journey through Dylan’s galaxy, we relied on interviews with the songwriter himself and his numerous collaborators (musicians, producers, sound engineers, etc.), relatives, and friends, as well as on a large number of books, articles, and websites. Footnotes document each source.

We have undertaken this long exploration keeping objectivity in mind. Information is sometimes unverifiable, especially about the presence and absence of particular musicians, the exact instrument played, what producer or sound engineer worked on which recording session, and the dates of certain recordings. In these cases, we have used a question mark in parentheses (?).

Time to raise the curtain on the theater of Dylan’s work—a theater of emotions constantly transformed, a deeply human drama.







Soundtrack of a Young Songwriter

From Little Richard to Woody Guthrie

Bob Dylan was born Robert Allen Zimmerman on May 24, 1941, in Duluth, Minnesota. He grew up in Hibbing, a small mining town near the Canadian border. At 10, he learned to play the family piano, and a couple of years later he had taught himself guitar and harmonica. He also spent a lot of time listening to the radio or hanging out in a record store on Howard Street. He absorbed everything he heard. “I was always fishing for something on the radio. Just like trains and bells, it was part of the soundtrack of my life.”1 Hank Williams, one of the founding fathers of country music, was one among Dylan’s favorite songwriters early on. There were also all those Southern bluesmen he heard on the radio—Muddy Waters, Jimmy Reed, Howlin’ Wolf, and B. B. King—as well as the pioneers of rock ’n’ roll, Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, and Little Richard. All influenced him greatly.

In late 1955, along with two classmates, LeRoy Hoikkala on drums and Monte Edwardson on guitar, Bob formed his first band, the Golden Chords. The band took its name from Bob’s ability to find chords that “sounded good” on the piano. The trio performed covers of songs by Little Richard and various blues musicians. The Golden Chords rehearsed in Dylan’s parents’ garage and sometimes in the living room, where the piano was located, before performing at various high school events and participating in amateur competitions.

After months together, the band split up over musical differences. Bob wanted to engage fully in blues and rock ’n’ roll and immediately joined another band with Chuck Nara on drums and Bill Marinac and Larry Fabbro, respectively, on bass and electric guitar. Rehearsals resumed at the Zimmermans’. Bob played the family piano and gave a surprising impression of Little Richard, perfectly imitating his showmanship, although with less pizzazz. Other groups followed, including the Shadow Blasters, Elston Gunn and the Rock Boppers, and the Satin Tones.

By this time, the young Bob, who took the stage name of Zimbo, sang and played guitar and piano pretty well. In addition, he had a motorcycle like two of his idols—James Dean and Marlon Brando. At this point, he could envision himself as a rock star. To realize this ambition, and to get away from his parents’ hostility regarding his music, he had to leave Hibbing for the big city—namely Minneapolis. Anthony Scaduto quotes Echo Helstrom, Dylan’s first girlfriend: “When I was about thirteen, I started listening to the rock stuff, and rhythm-and-blues. Nobody else I knew had ever heard it. You couldn’t hear it in Hibbing, you had to tune in black stations from Little Rock or Chicago, late at night… And when Bob started talking to me about Howlin’ Wolf and Jimmy Reed and B. B. King and all the great blues guys, I just couldn’t believe what he was saying. It couldn’t be true.” She added, “By the time I met him it was just understood that music was his future.”2

Minneapolis: The Discovery of Folk

In September 1959, Dylan moved from Hibbing to Minneapolis and enrolled in the Department of Fine Arts at the University of Minnesota. He spent most of his time in Dinkytown, the bohemian district of the city. His encounters there led him to Beat literature and opened him up to the culture of the folk music revival. “All the music I heard up until I left Minnesota was… I didn’t hear any folk music… I just heard country and western, rock and roll, and polka music.”3 During an interview with Playboy magazine in March 1978, Dylan says, “The first thing that turned me on to folk singing was Odetta. I heard a record of hers in a record store, back when you could listen to records right there in the store. That was in ’58 or something like that. Right then and there, I went out and traded my electric guitar and amplifier for an acoustical guitar, a flat-top Gibson… [Her record was] just something vital and personal. I learned all the songs on that record.”4

After Odetta, other influences followed, such as Josh White, Jesse Fuller, the Carter Family… but mostly Woody Guthrie. At the end of 1959, a young actress named Flo Caster played several old 78 rpm albums by Woody Guthrie for him. Bob Dylan: “I put one on the turntable and when the needle dropped, I was stunned—didn’t know if I was stoned or straight… All these songs together, one after another made my head spin. It made me want to gasp. It was like the land parted.”5 That was a true aesthetic shock. “I was listening to his diction, too. He had a perfected style of singing that it seemed like no one else had ever thought about… The songs themselves, his repertoire, were really beyond category. They had the infinite sweep of humanity in them.”6 In September 1960, through Dave Whittaker, one of the Svengali-type Beats on the scene, Dylan acquired Guthrie’s autobiography Bound for Glory. The young Dylan went through it from cover to cover like a hurricane. He had found his hero and model and dove passionately into his life and work.

New York: The Road to Glory

In January 1960, the young Robert Zimmerman decided to travel to New York City to, among other things, visit his musical idol, Woody Guthrie, then hospitalized in New Jersey. He arrived in New York with his guitar and harmonica on a freezing morning in January 1961 and went straight to Greenwich Village. There, he discovered the vibrant artistic life of the neighborhood, where he became a familiar figure performing in various folk clubs such as Cafe Wha?, the Gaslight Cafe, and Gerde’s Folk City on MacDougal and Bleecker Streets. He found good souls, enjoyed the hospitality of Bob and Sid Gleason—Guthrie’s close friends—and befriended singers active on the New York folk scene, including Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Pete Seeger, and Dave Van Ronk.

The young singer, who took the name Bob Dylan, attracted a growing number of fans and folkies at every concert. The Rotolo sisters, Carla and Suze, fell in love with him. At the time Carla was an assistant to ethnomusicologist Alan Lomax. Suze later became Dylan’s girlfriend after a folk demonstration at Riverside Church on the Upper West Side of Manhattan on July 29, 1961. Dylan gained some public recognition when music critic Robert Shelton wrote a laudatory review in the New York Times, and when Dylan played harmonica on folksinger Carolyn Hester’s third album; she was married at the time to the folk songwriter Richard Fariña. As early as summer 1961, future manager Albert Grossman saw Dylan’s enormous potential.

Signing with Columbia Records

John Hammond discovered Dylan in September 1961, during a rehearsal session of the folksinger Carolyn Hester, whose next album he was producing. A friend of Dylan, she asked him to play backup harmonica on her album, and Hammond wanted to hear what she planned to include. This was the first contact between the two men. “John Hammond wanted to meet us and get everything in running order, to hear the songs I was thinking of recording,” said Carolyn Hester. “Dylan was there and Richard [Fariña, folksinger and Carolyn’s husband]. Just the four of us… Dylan was sitting next to Hammond on a bench, I was just in front of them and singing while Dylan was accompanying me on harmonica. They talked about ‘Come Back,’ the song that Dylan had given me. Hammond loved it.”2 Hammond later said he was immediately impressed by the young man, despite his clumsy playing and hoarse voice. However, nothing else happened that day.

On September 29, 1961, before the Carolyn Hester’s first recording session, an article by Robert Shelton appeared in the “Folk and Jazz” column of the New York Times under the headline: Bob Dylan: A Distinctive Folk-Song Stylist. As Dylan said, “… a tidal wave occurred—in my world at least.” The next day Hammond came across it. At the studio, Dylan played harmonica and guitar and even sang a song or two with Carolyn. Hammond found this “young man with a cap” fascinating, even if he was not particularly good either on the guitar or on the harmonica. Hammond invited him to go to the studio at Columbia Records to discover what he could sing. Dylan sang (among other songs) “Talkin’ New York,” “a social chronicle of life in Manhattan, which has literally taped me,” Hammond wrote in his memoir. “Bobby, I do not know what Columbia is going to think of everything, but I think you are absolutely stupendous, and I’ll take you under contract.” Dylan agreed. “It was the right place for me,” he later wrote. Columbia also produced Pete Seeger, one of his heroes. Still a minor, he told Hammond that he had neither parents nor a manager. “John Hammond put a contract down in front of me—the standard one they gave to any new artist. He said, ‘Do you know what this is?’ I looked at the top page which said, Columbia Records, and I said, ‘Where do I sign?’ Hammond showed me where, and I wrote my name down with a steady hand. I trusted him. Who wouldn’t? There were maybe a thousand kings in the world, and he was one of them.”3 In 2005, Dylan confessed to the filmmaker Martin Scorsese: “I wondered if I was dreaming. Nobody thought that such folk could appeal to Columbia…”4

Outside of John Hammond and Billy James, who worked in the advertising department, no one at Columbia Records believed in Bob Dylan. Even after the release of his first album, the songwriter remained “Hammond’s folly.” The producer’s stalwart support of Dylan, against everyone in the Columbia Records management offices, is evidence of his ability to discover new talent, as well as of his own rebellious character. In the late 1960s, the visionary producer was known as “the oracle.” Hammond died in 1987. At his memorial, Springsteen and Dylan sang “Forever Young.”







John Hammond: 
The Great Talent Scout


“Music personified.” That’s how Dylan described John Hammond, the great talent scout for Columbia Records. Hammond was an atypical producer, a man off the beaten path. He opened the doors to the temple of the record industry to Dylan, but in 1961 was not particularly interested in folk music.


A Visionary Producer

Born in 1910 into one of the richest families in the United States, John Hammond, the great-grandson of William Henry Vanderbilt, decided early on not to follow the same path as his illustrious ancestors. Instead of a career in law or business, he chose to promote African-American music. He liked jazz and blues. In his memoirs, Hammond wrote, “I heard no color line in the music… to bring recognition to the Negro’s supremacy in jazz was the most effective and constructive form of social protest I could think of.”1

Thus, he first became the US correspondent for the British magazine Melody Maker, then a show promoter, and then worked as a volunteer disc jockey. Later, Hammond worked for prestigious record labels, such as Mercury and Vanguard, before joining Columbia Records in the late 1950s.

In addition to his passion for music, Hammond had a remarkable ear. He was capable of discerning talent, even in an embryonic stage, especially at the forefront of trends. With this intuition, he became one of the leading talent scouts in the American music industry. During the four decades he spent at Columbia Records, Hammond discovered and then launched the careers of the most famous musicians of the twentieth century: Benny Goodman (his brother-in-law), Art Tatum, Count Basie, Billie Holiday, Bessie Smith, Aretha Franklin, Pete Seeger, Leonard Cohen, Bruce Springsteen, and Stevie Ray Vaughan… John Hammond also reissued previously confidential recordings of the legendary Robert Johnson.

Motivated not by greed—unlike most other producers—but by a love of music, Hammond went against the methods and beliefs of his peers. In his own way, he was as much a rebel as Dylan. In a later interview he gave his first impression of Dylan: “Dylan was a born rebel, and I figured that, you know, Dylan could capture an audience of kids that Columbia had lost years before.”







The Bootleg Series


Bob Dylan’s first recordings date from long before the sessions for his first album. As early as May 1959 in Hibbing, in 1960 in Minneapolis, and in three other recording sessions in 1961, the songwriter has taped several songs. As harbingers of future success, these recordings have taken on great importance—and not just artistically.



SUITCASE TAPE

The tape from May 1959 had long been in the possession of Ric Kangas, who had a career in film and television as an extra, stuntman, and even Elvis Presley impersonator. The tape was not released until 2005. When he learned of its existence, Jeffrey Rosen, Bob Dylan’s business manager, asked Kangas to appear in the feature film by Martin Scorsese, No Direction Home. In October 2006, Kangas tried to sell his tape at auction. With a base price of $20,000, the tape did not find a buyer.



An Offensive against the “Pirates”

The first notable pirated album of the rock era appeared in July 1969—a Bob Dylan album titled Great White Wonder. The album includes tracks recorded with the Band in the summer of 1967 and later released as Dylan’s 1975 album The Basement Tapes, other recordings made in December 1961 in Minneapolis, and a live rendition of “Living the Blues” from the Johnny Cash Show. The album had twenty-five tracks, to the delight of Dylan’s fans. As a result, Dylan was the most pirated artist in the history of rock music.

To stop this proliferation of unauthorized records and to satisfy a broad audience, Sony released the first compilation box of The Bootleg Series in 1991. The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991 is composed of fifty-eight songs recorded between 1961 and 1989. The Bob Dylan recording archives subsequently put out other bootlegs. Some are from live performances (volumes 4, 5, and 6), while others consist mainly of outtakes made during recording sessions for official albums and some officially unreleased songs: The Bootleg Series Volume 7: No Direction Home: The Soundtrack (2005); The Bootleg Series Volume 8: Tell Tale Signs: Rare & Unreleased 1989–2006 (2008); The Bootleg Series Volume 9: The Witmark Demos: 1962–1964 (2010), which includes recordings made at the same time as those for Columbia Records; The Bootleg Series Volume 10: Another Self Portrait (1969–1971) (2013); and the latest, The Bootleg Series Volume 11: Bob Dylan and the Band: The Basement Tapes Complete (2014).

Among Dylan’s recordings before he signed with Columbia Records in 1961, two songs appeared on The Bootleg Series Volume 7: “When I Got Troubles,” recorded in May 1959 in Hibbing, and “Rambler, Gambler,” recorded during the summer of 1960 in Minneapolis.


	[image: image]	 When I Got Troubles
Bob Dylan / 1:29




Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar / Recording Studio: Ric Kangas’s home: May 1959 / Set Box: The Bootleg Series, Vol. 7: No Direction Home: The Soundtrack (CD 1) / Release Date: August 30, 2005



Ric Kangas, a Hibbing native, met Bob Dylan in 1958. They became close because of their mutual passion for folk and blues. They played together at various events, auditioning unsuccessfully for the Hibbing Winter Frolic, an annual festival attracting a large number of people from the Midwest. In 1959, Kangas bought a small tape recorder and a Shure microphone. In May 1959, he invited Bob Dylan, who had just celebrated his eighteenth birthday, to record some songs at his home. Four songs were recorded that day: Dylan solo for “When I Got Troubles” and “I Got a New Girl,” Dylan and Kangas for “I Wish I Knew,” and Kangas solo for “The Frog Song.”

“When I Got Troubles” is the only song from the improvised recording session included in The Bootleg Series Volume 7. The song reveals the overwhelming blues influence on Dylan, in particular blues songs from the pioneers in the Mississippi Delta. In this first recording Bob does not have the assurance of a professional musician. His voice remains in a lower register, almost confidential in style, and the guitar playing is quite poor. Yet an impression of depth emerges from his interpretation. Dylan believes in his own talent, and, of course, the future will prove him right.


	[image: image]	Rambler, Gambler
Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 2:28




Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica / Recording Studio: Cleve Petterson: 1960 / Set Box: The Bootleg Series, Vol. 7: No Direction Home: The Soundtrack (CD 1) / Release Date: August 30, 2005




MINNESOTA PARTY TAPE

The twelve songs recorded by Dylan at Cleve Petterson’s initiative in 1960 are now identified as the Minnesota Party Tape—not to be confused with the Minnesota Hotel Tape, which results from a recording session in December 1961 with Bonnie Beecher. In 2005 the tapes were consigned to the Minnesota Historical Society (MHS) in Bob Dylan’s home state.



In the early 1950s, Cleve Petterson was a regular in the Minneapolis clubs and, as such, had contact with folksingers hanging out in Dinkytown. During the summer of 1960, he asked Bob Dylan, an unknown folksinger at the time, to record on his tape recorder twelve folk songs from Woody Guthrie and Jimmie Rodgers’s repertoire.

One of the songs was “Rambler, Gambler.” It was known under a variety of titles, such as “The Rambling Gambler” and “I’m a Rambler, I’m a Gambler.” This folk song was first released by John and Alan Lomax on their 1938 album Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads. Alan Lomax recorded his own rendition for his 1958 album Texas Folk Songs. Dylan recorded the song two years later, followed by notable performers, including Odetta, Joan Baez, Simon and Garfunkel, Flatt & Scruggs, and the Clancy Brothers. At age nineteen, the singer and guitarist already recognizes in himself the character of a western American—a traveler and poker player, loner and freedom-lover.

In this traditional folk song, he offers an interpretation with a Woody Guthrie style. Country guitar, lyrical voice, reconciliation—the progress is obvious. He has already mastered a very credible sort of finger-picking, and the quality of the recording is much better than “When I Got Troubles.” He still, however, needs to find his own identity.







The Minnesota Hotel Tape


Bob Dylan arrived in New York City in January 1961 with a dual purpose: meeting Woody Guthrie and making a name for himself in the clubs of Greenwich Village. However, he still stayed in touch with his friends in Minneapolis. During his first year in New York City, he returned to Minnesota twice, in August and in December.


Recordings at Bonnie Beecher’s

During his second trip to Minneapolis on December 22, 1961, Dylan recorded several songs on a reel-to-reel tape recorder at his friend Bonnie Beecher’s apartment. The session was prompted by Tony Glover, a blues musician, author, and music critic Bob Dylan had met a year earlier in a club in Dinkytown. All the songs recorded are listed under the name Minnesota Hotel Tape, from which three recordings were selected for The Bootleg Series: “Hard Times in New York Town” for The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991, and “Dink’s Song” and “I Was Young When I Left Home” for The Bootleg Series Volume 7: No Direction Home: The Soundtrack.


WHY THE NICKNAME “HOTEL TAPE”?

Bonnie Beecher’s apartment was frequented by so many people passing through, among them many musicians, that the apartment was nicknamed “the Hotel.” Bonnie Beecher might be the mysterious girl in “Girl from the North Country,” a song Dylan wrote in December 1962 for his second album.




FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

A one-minute excerpt of this song appears on the 1995 CD-ROM Highway 61 Interactive.





	[image: image]	Dink’s Song
Bob Dylan / 5:03




Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar / Recording Studio: Bonnie Beecher’s apartment, Minneapolis: December 22, 1961 / Sound Engineer: Tony Glover / Set Box: The Bootleg Series Volume 7: No Direction Home: The Soundtrack (CD 1) / Release Date: August 30, 2005



This American song, originally titled “Fare Thee Well,” was renamed “Dink’s Song” when the ethnomusicologist John Lomax recorded it in 1904 as he heard it sung by a young woman named Dink as she washed her husband’s clothes on the bank of the Brazos River in Texas. John Lomax and his son Alan published the music of “Dink’s Song” in 1934 in American Ballads and Folk Songs. Afterward the song was performed by many folk musicians, notably Pete Seeger, Dave Van Ronk, and, more recently, Jeff Buckley. The song is also featured in the soundtrack of the movie Inside Llewyn Davis by the Coen Brothers in 2013, an excellent version interpreted by Marcus Mumford and Oscar Isaac.

Dylan, singing with feeling, offers a very personal interpretation of “Dink’s Song.” His guitar playing is quite surprising, very rhythmic and played with a kind of palm mute, giving an interesting interpretation. He sets the tempo with his foot. In this he may have been influenced by John Lee Hooker, whom he had accompanied a few months earlier at Gerde’s Folk City in New York City.

During his career, he performed “Dink’s Song” just once, on April 25, 1976, with Joan Baez in Gainesville, Florida.


	[image: image]	Hard Times In New York Town
Bob Dylan / 2:17




Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar / Recording Studio: Bonnie Beecher’s apartment: Minneapolis: December 22, 1961 / Sound Engineer: Tony Glover / Set Box: The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991 (CD 1) / Release Date: March 26, 1991



“Hard Times in New York Town” is an original composition dating from November 1961. In it Dylan borrowed heavily from a traditional song popular among farmers in Southern states in the early twentieth century, “Down on Penny’s Farm.” Dylan did not hesitate to appropriate the version the Bentley Boys recorded for Columbia Records in 1929: same melody, same accompaniment style (guitar and banjo for the Bentleys, finger-picking guitar for Dylan), and a very similar tempo. He kept the first two lines of the song unchanged and was inspired by the line “It’s hard times in the country” for the text and title of his own version. Showing his own creativity, Dylan transformed “Down on Penny’s Farm” into an urban song evoking New York City, which he had just discovered.

When Bob Dylan recorded “Hard Times in New York Town,” Robert Shelton had already written a positive review in his column for the New York Times, and John Hammond, after making Dylan sign a contract, took him to Columbia Records Studio A for his first opus. A major step had been taken, which explains why the song was “forgotten” for his first album.


	[image: image]	I Was Young When I Left Home
Bob Dylan / 5:25




Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar / Recording Studio: Bonnie Beecher’s apartment: Minneapolis: December 22, 1961 / Sound Engineer: Tony Glover / Set Box: The Bootleg Series Volume 7: No Direction Home: The Soundtrack (CD 1) / Release Date: August 30, 2005




BLAST FROM THE PAST

Tony Glover crossed Dylan’s path again in 2000, when he was awarded a prize for writing the liner notes for The Bootleg Series Volume 4: Bob Dylan Live 1966: The “Royal Albert Hall” Concert at the 32nd Annual ASCAP Deems Taylor Awards.



“I Was Young When I Left Home” is not a simple autobiographical ballad. Bob Dylan gave it a message that relates to the Beat movement: we must leave the family nest and return is only possible after we have completed our own experiences. Coincidence? This song echoes the famous parable of the prodigal son in the New Testament, but a connection can also be drawn to Joseph Conrad’s novel Lord Jim, in which the hero, after abandoning his ship and its passengers in the Red Sea, searches for redemption in Indonesia.

After the first notes on his guitar, Dylan presents his song: “I sorta made it up on a train. Huh, oh I’m here. This must be good for somebody, this sad song. I know it’s good for somebody. If it ain’t for me, it’s good for somebody.” He uses an open tuning of G to accompany himself on his Gibson J-50. He finger-picks and develops a palette of melancholy sounds that perfectly highlights the lyrics. He probably pushes himself a little to let the emotion come through in his voice, but he seems to be moved by some of the images that he evokes.







Bob Dylan


You’re No Good

Talkin’ New York

In My Time Of Dyin’

Man Of Constant Sorrow

Fixin’ To Die

Pretty Peggy-O

Highway 51

Gospel Plow

Baby, Let Me Follow You Down

House Of The Risin’ Sun

Freight Train Blues

Song To Woody

See That My Grave
 Is Kept Clean




THE OUTTAKES

He Was A Friend Of Mine

Man On The Street

House Carpenter

(As I Go) Ramblin’ Round





DATE OF RELEASE

March 19, 1962

on Columbia Records

(REFERENCE COLUMBIA 8579)











Bob Dylan
 Before His Time

The Album

This first album, simply titled Bob Dylan, was recorded in two three-hour sessions on November 20 and 21, 1961. During these two sessions, Dylan recorded seventeen songs, including four outtakes: “He Was a Friend of Mine,” “Man on the Street,” “(As I Go) Ramblin’ Round,” and “House Carpenter.” The first three songs were subsequently released on The Bootleg Series, Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991.

The album, which cost Columbia Records only $402 to record, was released three months later, on March 19, 1962. In this first opus, Dylan gave his interpretation of mainly traditional songs from blues, gospel, country, and folk. “Later, when I would record my first album, half the cuts on it were renditions of songs that [Dave] Van Ronk did,” he says in the book Chronicles.1 “When I did make that first record, I used songs which I just knew. But I hadn’t really performed them a lot. I wanted just to record stuff that was off the top of my head, see what would happen.”6 The album features only two original songs, “Talkin’ New York” and “Song to Woody,” which were included in his subsequent albums. Robert Shelton said: “The first album was the last will and testament of one Dylan and the birth of a new Dylan.”7

From an artistic point of view, his first album was already a masterpiece. Buddy Holly and Eddie Cochran had tragically disappeared; Elvis Presley interpreted original, but mediocre, songs; and the Beatles and the Rolling Stones had not yet launched the great British Invasion. The young songwriter said it all: the future of American music inevitably involved revisiting the musical legacy of the founding fathers, whether white or black. Except for the two original compositions, the songs sound like a replay of blues and folk numbers, as well as a tribute to Woody Guthrie. Bob Dylan may well have been only twenty years old when his first album was released, but he was already “A Man of Constant Sorrow”—to borrow the title of one of the songs on the disc—haunted by death and the inconsistencies and injustices of the modern world. The emotional strength of the songwriter is expressed throughout these thirteen songs. This emotional strength soon found a positive echo among young people of the sixties.

The album contained mostly folk songs and did not sell well. US sales totaled about five thousand copies. Could the oracle of Columbia have been wrong? At the label, reactions were mixed. If everyone recognized the value in the content of his songs, they also all qualified his guitar playing as rudimentary, and his voice squeaked. The young A&R vice president, Dave Kapralik, wanted to drop Dylan’s contract because he did not see any future. John Hammond replied, “You’ll drop him over my dead body!”5 He vigorously defended Dylan’s contract. He was also supported by Johnny Cash. The contract was not broken. Dylan himself was disappointed by the result: “When I got the disc, I played it, and I was highly disturbed. I just wanted to cross this record out and make another record immediately.”6 That’s what he did eight months later…









Cover

The cover photo was taken by Don Hunstein, a talented American photographer who worked for thirty years at Columbia Records. Besides Dylan’s first two covers, Don Hunstein took photographs for album covers for Miles Davis, Aretha Franklin, Jaco Pastorius, and Simon & Garfunkel.

The cover of the first album is a portrait of the twenty-year-old Dylan, wearing a sheepskin jacket and a hat and holding his acoustic guitar. Under the pseudonym Stacey Williams, Robert Shelton, author of the article published in the New York Times on September 29, 1961, wrote the notes on the back of the record. Amusing detail: to avoid obscuring the CBS logo in the upper left corner of the image, the cover features a reversed photo!

At Columbia, the young musician was difficult to record and appeared somewhat docile. John Hammond recalls: “Bobby popped every p, hissed every s, and habitually wandered off mike… Even more frustrating, he refused to learn from his mistakes. It occurred to me at the time that I’d never worked with anyone so undisciplined before.”4 Mitch Miller, director of A&R, later said, “He was singing in, you know, this rough-edged voice. I will admit I didn’t see the greatness of it.”6 But for the young Bob, entering the studio produced an indescribable effect: “The mystery of being in a recording studio did something to me, and those are the songs that came out.”6 From the first song, there is an aggressiveness that can be felt afterward. He admitted in a 1962 interview with Edwin Miller, “There was a violent, angry emotion running through me then,” which explains his often-nervous guitar and harmonica playing, and a voice close to breaking.

Although his studio facility remained inadequate, he provided a good interpretation of all seventeen tracks recorded (including the four outtakes), did not exceed eight takes of a song (“You’re No Good”), and did many of them in a single take. After thirty-six minutes and fifty seconds of music, Dylan became a legend.

Technical Details

Studio A, located at 799 Seventh Avenue in New York, was the first Columbia Records studio, becoming active in the 1930s. When Bob Dylan entered Studio A on November 20, 1961, the recording equipment at his disposal was a “homemade” Columbia console, an RCA Type 77-DX ribbon microphone for voice and harmonica, a Neumann KM 54 or 56 for the guitar, a Fairchild limiter, a Pultec equalizer, and an Ampex 200 or 300 tape recorder. For reverb and echo, the engineers of the time were using a particular method. Frank Laico remembers: “For echo, we’d turned the stairwell into a live chamber, with a mic right outside the seventh-floor landing, and an Altec loudspeaker way down below. That setup worked nicely: it provided some nice natural delay with the echo.”8

Instruments

Instruments are obviously limited in this first album. For the two previous years, Dylan had played a 1949 Martin 00-17. He acquired a Gibson J-50 shortly before entering the studio—he is holding this new guitar on the cover album. John Hammond Jr. confirmed this in an interview with the Telegraph. Dylan used a pick to scrape the strings and did not use the then-current finger-picking technique common in folk music. His harmonica is a Hohner Marine Band. He uses three on the album: in C, D, and G. For his harmonica holder, he tells us in the book Chronicles how he found it: “Racks were impossible to find. I’d used a lopsided coat hanger for a while, but it only had sort of worked. The real harmonica rack that I found was in the basement of a music store on Hennipen Avenue, still in a box unopened from 1948.”1


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

According to Robert Shelton, an audio recording took place on October 30, 1961, in the presence of John Hammond, which was designed to test the young Bob before the meeting on November 20. Up to this day, no recording has turned up.












You’re No Good

Jesse Fuller / 1:40


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“You’re No Good” is a song by bluesman Jesse Fuller, born in Jonesboro, Georgia, in 1896. Fuller went to the West Coast in the 1920s, where he made a name for himself as a street musician. He was a true one-man-band musician, playing several instruments simultaneously, including a 12-string guitar, harmonica and/or kazoo, cymbals, hi-hat with the left foot and right foot, and the fotdella, a kind of six-string bass of his own creation. He took on the nickname “The Lone Cat,” under which he made his first recording in 1958, a compilation called Jazz, Folk Songs, Spirituals & Blues. The following year, he released Brother Lowdown, including two of his most famous songs: “You’re No Good,” which Dylan covered in this album, and “San Francisco Bay Blues,” which resulted in countless versions (from Janis Joplin to Eric Clapton). In 1960, Dylan attended a concert by Jesse Fuller in a coffeehouse in Denver called the Exodus. Jesse Fuller died from heart disease on January 29, 1976, in Oakland, California.

Production

With the first song on his first album, Dylan’s interpretation of “You’re No Good” feels nervous, which contrasts with Jesse Fuller’s more serene version. The words themselves are freely adapted from the original text, and Dylan does not hesitate to push his voice to give it a “blues” patina, a gravelly vocal style surprising for him. This would be the only time in his career where he adopted this vocal style.

He played his Gibson J-50 and delivered a harmonica part (in C) with a high pitch and at great speed. The famous harmonica player Sonny Boy Williamson later told him: “Boy, you play too fast.”1

The song was recorded in one take, without any recourse to the technique of “drop,” which soon became standard in all studios. In 1961, it was customary to avoid any mounting, and the artist had to control his performance as a whole. Dylan is his own one-man band at the vocals, guitar, and harmonica; there was little left to the sound engineer to make a proper connection. Eight takes were necessary for “You’re No Good,” the fifth being retained as the final one.

Note that, among the first American pressings, the song was sometimes inaccurately listed as “She’s No Good.” Only a good thing for collectors…


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Dylan tried to add an introduction talking about a cowboy from Connecticut, but the idea was not retained.











Talkin’ New York

Bob Dylan / 3:20


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producers: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Talkin’ New York” is a bluesy track over which a story is told in a style closer to narrative than to song. Even though the creation of the style is attributed to Christopher Allen Bouchillon, a musician from South Carolina to whom we owe “Talking Blues” (1926) and “Born in Hard Luck” (1927), Woody Guthrie popularized it in the early 1940s.

In this talking blues, Bob Dylan took inspiration from three songs by his mentor: “Talking Subway,” “New York Town,” and “Pretty Boy Floyd.” It traces his discovery of New York with a kind of derision, even cynicism. He speaks of “people [who] going down to the ground” and “buildings [that] going up to the sky,” then he comes back to his own experience: “I landed up on the North side: Greenwich Village / I walked down there and I ended up in one of them coffeehouses on the block / Got on the stage to sing and play / Man there said, Come back some other day, You sound like a hillbilly / We want folksingers here.” Dylan concludes “Talkin’ New York” with a farewell to New York and a welcome to East Orange. East Orange is the New Jersey town where Bob and Sid Gleason lived at the time. During Woody Guthrie’s hospitalization at Greystone Park Psychiatric Hospital in Morris County, the Gleasons hosted the folksinger every weekend, along with Dylan and many other songwriters. Bob Dylan confessed that he wrote “Talkin’ New York” in May 1961, during a trip that took him away from the Big Apple for some time.

Production

“Talkin’ New York” is the first original song recorded by Dylan for his first album. Although the song does not reach the length of some of his future titles, like “Hurricane” or “Desolation Row,” the lyrics are no less substantive. Dylan also says he had no trouble memorizing long texts: “I didn’t find it troubling at all to remember or sing the story lines.”9 In a style reminiscent of Merle Travis and harmonically based on Woody Guthrie’s “Talking Subway,” Dylan provides the rhythm on his Gibson J-50, playing with three chords on fast tempo, and for the solo parts playing harmonica (in G). It is the only song on the album with a fade-out effect at the end. “Talkin’ New York” required two takes to be immortalized, the second take being the one chosen for the album.









In My Time Of Dyin’

Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 2:39


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“In My Time of Dyin’” is a spiritual and a blues number. Performed in 1920 by Louisiana street performers, sometimes under the title of “Jesus Make Up My Dying Bed,” this song was recorded by the Reverend J. C. Burnett (the recording was never released); by Texas bluesman Blind Willie Johnson on December 3, 1927, for Columbia; and by bluesmen Charley Patton, Josh White (under the pseudonym of the “Singing Christian”), and Dock Reed, who adapted this gospel blues (or holy blues) song by changing the lyrics.

After Dylan, John Sebastian (under the title “Well Well Well” on the album The Four of Us, 1971) and Martin Gore (on the album Counterfeit, 2003) included “In My Time of Dyin’” in their repertoire. However, Led Zeppelin, on their legendary sixth album Physical Graffiti (1975), provides the most widely known rendition of the song.

Production

Bob Dylan said that before entering the studio, he had never played “In My Time of Dyin’” and could not remember when and where he had heard the song for the first time. Nevertheless, he performed it precisely on the guitar in an open tuning on D (D-AD-F#-A-D), placing the capo d’astro on the fourth fret. In this first song on the album without a harmonica part, he provides the rhythm with perfect timing, almost like a metronome. Playing in an open tuning allows him to use a bottleneck in a pure blues tradition. But the famous Stacey Williams wrote in the album notes that Bob used his devoted girlfriend Suze Rotolo’s metal lipstick holder as a bottleneck. However, Suze reveals in her book, A Freewheelin’ Time, published in 2008, that she did not wear lipstick and “how typical of a guy to translate my reaction to being in a recording studio for the first time as devotion.”2

The interpretation is once again nervous, his guitar part slightly out of tune. When you know that Dylan said, “My big fear was that my guitar would go out of tune,”11 he must have had some chills upon hearing his performance. This version of “In My Time of Dyin’” perhaps inspired John Lennon for his song “Well Well Well” on the album John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band in 1970.

“In My Time of Dyin’” was the last song recorded on the first day at the studio. Dylan only needed one take to record it.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

By listening carefully, you hear Bob hitting his guitar two times with the metal lipstick cap used as a bottleneck, at 1:45 and at 2:30.












Man Of Constant Sorrow

Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 3:06


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20 and 22, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Like many American folk songs, there is some uncertainty as to the exact origin of “Man of Constant Sorrow.” In 1913, a partially blind violinist from Kentucky named Dick Burnett had printed the song in a collection titled Farewell Song. During his two trips in the Appalachian mountains (1916 and 1918) to do a thorough analysis of the evolution of the Celtic ballad, the musicologist Cecil Sharp identified nearly seventeen hundred songs, including “Man of Constant Sorrow” (then called “In Old Virginny”). An earlier version was recorded by Emry Arthur in 1928. Then the song was recorded by Delta Blind Billy in the 1930s, the Stanley Brothers in 1951, and Joan Baez in 1960.

Bob Dylan’s version, while respecting the folk tradition, reflects his own personal concerns. Thus, the phrase “Maybe your friends think I’m just a stranger” was replaced by “Your mother says I’m a stranger,” which hints at the difficult relationship between Bob Dylan and Suze Rotolo’s mother. “Man of Constant Sorrow” has continued to inspire artists since the 1960s. The Soggy Bottom Boys’ version contributed to the worldwide success of the Coen brothers’ original soundtrack of O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000).

Production

This song was worked on during two sessions, on November 20 and 22. It took Dylan four takes, including a false start, to record the song. “Man of Constant Sorrow” is one of the three songs that Dylan performed during his first national television appearance in March 1963 on WBC-TV New York (broadcast in May), with “Blowin’ in the Wind” and “Ballad of Hollis Brown.” Dylan is more introspective; his voice is softer than in the previous titles; the influence of Woody Guthrie is obvious. Guitar and harmonica (in G) provide an outstanding accompaniment.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Despite a very good rhythmic interpretation, one can hear Bob at 2:39 miss a string on his guitar!











Fixin’ To Die

Bukka White / 2:23


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studios Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producers: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Fixin’ to Die” is a blues song by Bukka White, reflecting the sinister and deadly atmosphere of the Mississippi State Penitentiary known as Parchman Farm, where the bluesman was held in the late 1930s. Bob Dylan was obviously impressed by White’s recording, dating from 1940, as well as by the feelings it inspired. In the African-American idiom, death (obviously premature) follows a difficult life of work on the plantations, violence, and racism. In “Fixin’ to Die,” death is quite another thing. The narrator says he is ready to die; however, he does not accept the fact that his children are left to their fate. The folk-rock singer Country Joe McDonald took up the title three years later for his anti–Vietnam War song “I-Feel-Like-I’m-Fixin’-to-Die.”

Bukka White

Bukka White—his real name was Booker T. Washington White—learned to play guitar and piano after having abandoned a boxing career. Discovered by talent scouts from the Victor recording label playing in juke joints down South, he recorded his first sides in 1930, “The New Frisco Train” and “The Panama Limited.” Incarcerated in 1937 after a fight, he spent two years at Parchman Farm. John Lomax decided to record him in this penitentiary, thus opening a second career. Rediscovered in 1962, after the release of “Fixin’ to Die” by Bob Dylan, Bukka White was one of the leading figures of the folk revival. He died on February 26, 1977, in Memphis, Tennessee. He was the cousin of famous bluesman B. B. King’s mother.

Production

Dylan’s version is rather far from Bukka White’s guitar and washboard. It was closer to his friend Dave Van Ronk, a folksinger who inspired Dylan to make his voice sound hoarse, highly “bluesy,” an effect he abandoned after the first album. It was recorded second that day, after “You’re No Good,” presumably to inject energy into the interpretation. The lyrics are freely adapted and it is quite surprising to hear Dylan, just twenty years old, singing a text as dark as this with so much conviction. Dylan interprets the blues in open D tuning, without bottleneck or capo (see “In My Time of Dyin’”). Three takes were needed, the last one being the best.









Pretty Peggy-O

Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 3:24


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20 and 22, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Originally a Scottish ballad called “The Bonnie Lass o’ Fyvie” and “Pretty Peggy of Derby” in England, it tells of the thwarted love between a soldier and a young girl. “The Bonnie Lass o’ Fyvie” is one of those little treasures unveiled by Cecil Sharp during his travels in the Appalachian mountains in 1916 and 1918. Meanwhile, this traditional song has evolved: the lyrics were changed and the title changed to “Pretty Peggy-O.”

Bob Dylan’s version is different from the original spirit of the song. He seems to want to tell pretty Peggy that the time has come for her to have some fun, insofar as both contenders are gone: the lieutenant who went to the rodeo in Texas, and the captain who died and was buried in Louisiana. The best later renditions include those of Simon & Garfunkel, Joan Baez, and the Grateful Dead.

Production

Dylan sings this “Pretty Peggy-O” in a country style. The influence of Woody Guthrie is still present, with the guitar and harmonica (in G) to remind us. Dylan opened a concert on November 4, 1961, at Carnegie Chapter Hall in New York with “Pretty Peggy-O” before an audience of fifty-three people, eighteen days before entering the studio. On November 22, during his second recording session, “Pretty Peggy-O” was recorded in just two takes, the second being the best. Note that at 0:37 you can hear a plosive on the word pretty, which confirms Hammond’s judgment about Dylan’s lack of technical expertise at the microphone. In Dylan’s defense, “Pretty Peggy-O” is the worst nightmare for sound engineers: two successive plosives!


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Dylan loved this song. It is one of the few songs from his debut album he performed in concert, especially during the Never Ending Tour in 1992 and 1998.











Highway 51

Curtis Jones / 2:52


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 22, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Highway 51” has a special place in the history of American popular music. The song starts in the suburbs of New Orleans, Louisiana, and ends up in Hurley, Wisconsin, after passing through the states of Mississippi, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Illinois. In other words, this was the route taken by African-Americans during their great migration to the North.

This folk blues song is credited to Curtis Jones, best known for “Lonesome in My Bedroom Blues” and “Tin Pan Alley.” Jones began recording in 1937 but released his first album, Trouble Blues, in 1960 on Bluesville Records. He left the United States in 1962 for Europe, where he died in 1971.

Production

Bob Dylan’s version is the first real piece of folk rock. It demonstrates Dylan’s willingness to reject his categorization as a folksinger and to show that he was raised to the sound of rock ’n’ roll.

Dylan adapts the version of bluesman Tommy McClennan, renamed “New Highway No. 51.” He revisits the words and seeks accuracy in the interpretation. His guitar is tuned once again in an open D to give the blues his aggressive, defiant sound. He demonstrates with this song that he can handle the six strings brilliantly. He pushes his voice, sounding close to Elvis’s intonation in the pure tradition of “Hound Dog.” Only one take was necessary.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

At about 2:03 we notice a few wrong notes on the guitar played accidentally by an unleashed Bob.











Gospel Plow

Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 1:44


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 22, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Gospel Plow” is another traditional title quoted by the folklorist Alan Lomax in his book Singing Country (1949). This folk song is known by two names: “Hold On” and “Gospel Plow,” referring to the Gospel of Jesus Christ according to Saint Luke, chapter 9, verse 62, where it is written: “Jesus replied: ‘No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.’” For the singer, it is the first true reference to the New Testament. Before Dylan, Duke Ellington and Odetta had interpreted this spiritual, respectively, at the Newport Jazz Festival in 1958 and Carnegie Hall in 1961. After Dylan, two later interpretations are the Screaming Trees (Dust, 1996) and Old Crow Medicine Show (Greetings from Wawa, 2000). “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize,” which became an anthem for the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s, is based on “Gospel Plow.”

Production

Dylan delivers a “super energetic” rendition, far from the spiritual message of Mahalia Jackson as recorded in 1954 for Columbia Records as “Keep Your Hand on the Plow.” Dylan’s interpretation is close to country music and delivered with an astonishingly intense harmonica part (in G). His voice is sometimes close to breaking up at 1:16, but his own message is nevertheless less clear, with a touch of irony. He eventually makes us believe that he actually held a plow! With a running time of 1:44, this piece is the fastest and the shortest on the album. Only one take was necessary to record the song.









Baby, Let Me Follow You Down

Reverend Gary Davis / Additional contribution by Eric Von Schmidt and Dave Van Ronk / 2:37


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Baby, Let Me Follow You Down” is a folk song attributed to the Reverend Gary Davis. There are different recorded versions of this song: one under the title of “Don’t Tear My Clothes” by the State Street Boys in 1935, another by Washboard Sam the following year, and another under the title of “Mama Let Me Lay It on You” by Blind Boy Fuller in 1938. Many years later, the song was adapted by Eric Von Schmidt. This is precisely what Bob Dylan explains at the beginning of his interpretation: “I first heard this from, uh, Ric Von Schmidt. He lives in Cambridge. Ric’s a blues guitar player. I met him one day on the green pastures of Harvard University.”9

In fact, Von Schmidt told Larry Jaffee in 1993 that he had played the song one night in 1960 for Dylan, believing he was reviving a title written by Blind Boy Fuller and given to him by Geno Foreman. Dylan, seduced by what he heard, included the song in his first album. Von Schmidt recalls: “The tune was the same, and the chords were real pretty, but they weren’t the same. I don’t know if he changed them or if he’d heard a different version from Van Ronk.”9

To his surprise, he saw his name on the record associated with the copyright of the song. However, authorship is assigned to Reverend Gary Davis, and Eric Von Schmidt never received any royalties.

Production

Dylan had some difficulty with the guitar part, particularly in a few arpeggios (presumably played with a pick) and where some chords refused systematically to “ring.” But the arrangements are subtle, voice and harmonica in D tuning infusing the song with a sad feeling. Even if from time to time his guitar playing is “irregular,” he has a perfect sense of the rhythm—except perhaps between 2:02 and 2:05, where he panics slightly… Only one take was deemed necessary to put the song in the box.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

On the album cover of Bringing It All Back Home, released in 1965, among the LPs next to Bob we can see the first album by Von Schmidt, titled The Folk Blues of Eric Von Schmidt (1963). A lovely testament to their friendship.











House Of The Risin ’ Sun

Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 5:18


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Famous worldwide, this ballad (according to Alan Price, organist of the Animals) probably originated in English folklore as a sixteenth-century song. Other sources mention the ballads “Matty Groves” and “The Unfortunate Rake,” dating, respectively, from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. During a trip to Middlesboro, Kentucky, in 1937, folklorist Alan Lomax recorded the song as sung by a sixteen-year-old girl, Georgia Turner. He called it “The Rising Sun Blues.” Then, a few years later, he recorded two Kentucky musicians’ slightly different versions, first by Bert Martin then by Daw Henson. Three years earlier, two Appalachian artists, Clarence “Tom” Ashley and Gwen Foster, recorded a similar song for the Vocalion company.

The “House of the Risin’ Sun” is a brothel or a women’s prison in New Orleans. Maybe both! Several hypotheses exist. Bob Dylan recorded it only after hearing it sung by Dave Van Ronk: “I’d never done that song before, but heard it every night because Van Ronk would do it… I thought he was really onto something with the song, so I just recorded it.”6 Van Ronk intended to record the song for his next album; he talked to Dylan, but too late: “He asked me if I would mind if… he recorded my version of ‘House of the Risin’ Sun.’… I said, ‘I’d rather you didn’t, because I’m going to record it myself soon.’ And Bobby said, ‘Uh-oh.’”6 Van Ronk was not spiteful, but because he kept it out of his repertoire initially, the public later accused him of “borrowing” Dylan’s version!12 But this did not prevent him from recording the song in 1964 at Mercury for his album Just Dave Van Ronk. In his interpretation, Bob Dylan decided not to change the original lyrics, keeping the feminine, whereas some performers use the “masculine,” including the Animals in 1964.

Cover

There are hundreds of versions of “House of the Risin’ Sun”: Woody Guthrie (1941), Leadbelly (1944 and 1948), Josh White (1947)… Some have entered the realm of legend. The recording by the Animals, which started the rhythm ’n’ blues revolution in the United Kingdom, allowed the band from Newcastle to be number 1 on the British charts in June 1964. Similarly, the very psychedelic band Frijid Pink from Detroit reached the top of the charts in several European countries (West Germany, Austria, Belgium, France, the United Kingdom), and also in the United States and Canada, with their rendition of the song in 1970. To be noted also: Dolly Parton (1980), Eric Burdon and the Robbie Krieger Band (1990), Tracy Chapman (1990), and Muse (2010).

Production

To strengthen the necessary tension in the song, Dylan preferred not to play harmonica but instead to rhythmically fingerpick his guitar, without frills or counterpoint. Van Ronk thought that this adaptation altered the song, and he preserved both lyrics and melody, but Bob’s harmonies are extremely effective. The Animals could have used it as the basis of their own version, although some think that it is Josh White’s version and Eric Burdon recalls the influence of Johnny Handle. However, in this song Dylan finds an ideal way to express all the emotion contained in his voice. He even misses the low string on his guitar again and again (1:40, 2:09)! The introduction has a strong resemblance to the acoustic version of “While My Guitar Gently Weeps” by George Harrison (Beatles Anthology 3), his future friend. Of the three takes that were necessary to record the piece, the third was the best.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

In 1995 Dylan released an electric version of the song on the Highway 61 Interactive CD-ROM, with an overdub from the original record release.











Freight Train Blues

Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 2:18


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 22, 1961

Technical Team

Producers: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Freight Train Blues” is one of the most famous compositions by John Laird, a harmonica player from Kentucky who wrote about five hundred songs. In an interview in 1973, Laird says that he wrote this song specifically for the singer and host Red Foley, in memory of the sound of the train that had punctuated his youth in the southern United States (also known as Dixie): “I was born in Dixie in a boomer shed just a little shanty by the railway track / freight train was it taught me how to cry / the holler of the driver was my lullaby.” The song was often covered by, among others, Hank Williams, Roy Acuff, Anita Carter, the Weavers, and Bob Dylan.

Production

Recorded on November 22, “Freight Train Blues” is the last song Bob Dylan completed for his first album (the last song of the recording session; “House Carpenter,” was dropped from the album). It is also the last song in which he plays harmonica tuned in C, while accompanying himself on his Gibson J-50. While he faultlessly provides the rhythmic tempo, he is not as comfortable on the arpeggiated part (plectrum) between 1:14 and 1:28. Similarly, his vocal performance, although marked with some ironies, barely follows the tempo on the upper parts. Bob is on the verge of derailing. Strange for a song called “Freight Train Blues”! The song was recorded in one take.









Song To Woody

Bob Dylan / 2:42


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Written by Bob Dylan at the Mills Bar Bleeker Street, New York City, February 14, for Woody Guthrie.” Bob Dylan wrote these few words on a sheet of paper (now in possession of the Gleasons). At that time, the young songwriter had visited Woody Guthrie at Greystone Park Psychiatric Hospital, and had seen firsthand the declining health of the composer of “This Land Is Your Land.” “Song to Woody” is primarily an homage of a disciple to his master and his fellow travelers (Cisco, Sonny, Leadbelly).

“Song to Woody” is based on Woody Guthrie’s “1913 Massacre.” Guthrie’s song details the “Italian Hall Disaster,” the death of striking miners and their families in Michigan on Christmas Eve in 1913. The lyric “that come with the dust and are gone with the wind” is a reference to Woody’s “we come with the dust and we go with the wind” in “Pastures of Plenty” from 1941.

“Song to Woody” also demonstrates how Dylan, at the age of twenty, is powerfully and poetically haunted by death and endings—not only the death of his mentor who died in his hospital bed, but also the end of an era and a musical universe. He confessed to the director Martin Scorsese, “I really cared. I really wanted to portray my gratitude in some kind of way, but I knew that I was not going to be going back to Greystone anymore.”6

The song is a tribute to the great Woody Guthrie, from whom Dylan had received, in his own words, “my identity and destiny.”1 “I felt like I had to write that song. I did not consider myself a songwriter at all, but I needed to write that, and I needed to sing it, so that’s why I needed to write it, because it hadn’t been written, and that’s what I needed to say…”6

Dylan’s friend Dave Van Ronk, who covered “Song to Woody” in his album Somebody Else, Not Me in 1980, testified to the lyric strength of the song. “This song was his second composition that I heard (the first being ‘Talkin’ Bear Mountain Picnic Massacre Disaster Blues,’ a deathless epic!). I remember the first time he played on the stage of the Old Gaslight on McDougal Street. I was stunned. We all were.”10

Production

Very close harmonically to Guthrie’s song “1913 Massacre,” “Song to Woody” is nevertheless the archetypal “Dylanesque” song, characterized by an evocative power that distinguishes Dylan from his peers. Dylan admits readily that he took the song from his mentor: “I used the melody from one of his old songs,” he says in the book Chronicles.1 His guitar playing is enough to enhance the full scope of the text, and his voice, never unanimously appreciated, immediately captivates the listener. He plays his Gibson with a mix of finger-picking and beating, so characteristic of Dylan. With a triple-meter rhythm, he gives us a tribute to Guthrie from his heart. This song demonstrates the essence of the combination between text and music. “Song to Woody” was recorded just after another of his compositions, “Talkin’ New York.” Only two takes were needed, the second being the best.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Note that ten years later, for his Hunky Dory album, David Bowie recorded “Song for Bob Dylan.” Bowie sings, “Hear this Robert Zimmerman / I wrote a song for you” that echoes “Hey, hey Woody Guthrie / I wrote you a song” in “Song to Woody.”











Woody Guthrie 
A Breath of Fresh Air

During his apprenticeship as a folksinger in one of the clubs in Minneapolis, Bob Dylan became familiar with Woody Guthrie’s 1940 album Dust Bowl Ballads and, soon after, his autobiography, Bound for Glory. An extraordinary life is revealed on each page. His childhood in Oklahoma was marked by several tragedies: the accidental death of his older sister Clara, the institutionalization and death of his mother Nora, his father’s bankruptcy, and the Dust Bowl that ravaged the Great Plains during the 1930s. Because of the Dust Bowl, Guthrie migrated to California, with thousands of other Okies. There he took his first steps as a folksinger, made his first recordings, and began to have his first troubles with the authorities that would recur during the early 1950s anticommunist witch hunts.

The Father of Protest Singers

Guthrie’s songs, which Dylan describes as “beyond category,” are folk songs of a new kind: resolutely protest songs, according to Dylan, and carrying with them an “infinite sweep of humanity.” Guthrie initiates the type and style of song that found particular resonance in the American circles of protesters in the early 1960s.

According to Hugh Brown, poet, guitarist, and a familiar figure in the clubs of Dinkytown at the time, “[Dylan] fell in love with Woody Guthrie right away.”2 Evidently, the young folksinger wanted to follow a similar path. “I was doing nothing but Carter Family and Jesse Fuller songs. Then later I got to Woody Guthrie, which opened up a whole new world at the time. Then I was still only 19 or 20. I was pretty fanatical about what I wanted to do, so after learning about 200 of Woody’s songs, I went to see him and I waited for the right moment to visit him in a hospital in Morristown, New Jersey.”4 Paul Nelson, a writer and editor who knew Dylan at the University of Minnesota, recalls, “It just took him about a week to become the finest interpreter I have yet heard of the songs of Woody Guthrie.”2

When Bob Dylan arrived in New York City on January 24, 1961, he went immediately to Greystone Park Psychiatric Hospital in New Jersey, where Woody Guthrie was hospitalized for Huntington’s disease. It was their first meeting. A complicity developed between the master and his disciple. Bob Dylan: “Woody always asked me to bring him cigarettes, Raleigh cigarettes. Usually, I’d play him his songs during the afternoon. Sometimes he’d ask for specific ones… the song he’d written after seeing the movie The Grapes of Wrath. I knew all those songs and many more.”1

Bob Dylan spent almost every weekend at Bob and Sid Gleason’s apartment on North Arlington Avenue in East Orange, New Jersey. The whole folk scene of Greenwich Village was there, from Pete Seeger and Cisco Houston to Ramblin’ Jack Elliott. Sid Gleason: “He came, and he said little except that he loved Woody and wanted to spend time with him.”2 Meanwhile, Woody enjoyed being with the young Bob Dylan and enjoyed his precocious talent. One Sunday in his hotel room, Bob sang for Woody a song that he just composed titled “Song to Woody.” Later, Guthrie confessed to the Gleasons, “That boy’s got a voice.” And he predicted a great future for Dylan, even more than for his two close friends Jack Elliott and Pete Seeger.

So, it was by imitating Woody Guthrie that Bob Dylan started a career in the clubs of Greenwich Village. He took over the reputation of his elder as a protest singer. Dylan honored Guthrie in his first opus with “Song to Woody” and again in concert at Town Hall in New York on April 12, 1963, reciting the poem “Last Thoughts on Woody Guthrie.”









See That My Grave Is Kept Clean

Blind Lemon Jefferson / 2:44


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 20, 1961

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Bob Dylan’s first album ends with a blues song by Blind Lemon Jefferson (recorded in October 1927 for Paramount), a pioneer of Texas blues and a mentor of Leadbelly and Lightnin’ Hopkins, then musicians of blues rock and folk rock in the 1960s. “See That My Grave Is Kept Clean” is actually an adaptation of a spiritual, “One Kind Favor.” There have been multiple versions by everyone from the Grateful Dead to Lou Reed, and from Canned Heat to Dave Van Ronk. Bob Dylan’s recording is quite different from Jefferson’s version—the first is dark, the second brimming with life. But both singers ask one favor: that someone keep their graves clean!

Production

Dylan delivers an incredible interpretation of this haunting blues song. He plays his Gibson J-50 with conviction and inspiration with an open tuning in D, even if he slightly tangles his fingers at 1:08. His voice is poignant and tormented; the shadow of Robert Johnson is omnipresent—Dylan adored him. Of all the covers, it is certainly the one that sounds the most authentic. Even B. B. King does not hold a candle to Bob Dylan’s version. And he was only twenty years old… Dylan would later say: “What’s depressing today is that so many young singers are trying to get inside the blues, forgetting that those older singers used them to get outside their troubles.”11 It took four takes, after a false start, to record the song. The last is judged the best and retained. “See That My Grave Is Kept Clean” had another life in the Dylan discography, since he rerecorded the song with the Band on The Genuine Basement Tapes in 1967.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

The grave of Blind Lemon Jefferson is located in the cemetery in Wortham, Texas, but to this day remains unidentified. In 2007, a municipal committee was appointed to maintain the cemetery, renamed the Blind Lemon Memorial Cemetery in honor of the musician. Hopefully his grave will be kept clean!











The Bob Dylan Outtakes


In 1991, Sony released the first set box of its Bootleg Series, The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991. This discography lists fifty-eight songs recorded between 1961 and 1989. It also includes alternate takes, such as “Like a Rolling Stone” and “It Takes a Lot to Laugh, It Takes a Train to Cry,” live versions of “No More Auction Block” and “Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues,” as well as some demos. Three of the demos come from the four songs recorded and not included in the November 1961 recording sessions for the first album, which are referred to as “Bob Dylan” outtakes.




	[image: image]	He Was A Friend Of Mine
Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 4:01






Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica / Recording Studio: Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York, November 20, 1961 / Producer: John Hammond / Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria Set Box: The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991 (CD 1) / Release Date: March 26, 1991



Bob Dylan told Robert Shelton that he had heard “He Was a Friend of Mine” for the first time sung by a Chicago bluesman street singer, Blind Arvella Gray. It is a Southern prison song recorded by Leadbelly in 1935 and some other detainees, including Casey Smith in 1939, under the title “Shorty George.” This controversial version was recorded by Eric Von Schmidt; later, Dave Van Ronk did a very successful adaptation. During a concert in 1996, Van Ronk presented the song as follows, “I learned this song from Eric Von Schmidt, who learned it from Dylan, who learned it from me.”25 He explained that each of them had added a stone to the “building” of the song, so that it was difficult for anyone to claim sole authorship.

Bob Dylan included “He Was a Friend of Mine” in his repertoire in the early 1960s and interpreted it many times in the clubs in Greenwich Village. This song also inspired the Byrds and, more recently, the Black Crowes and Willie Nelson—his version is heard on the soundtrack to Brokeback Mountain (2005).

Unlike Van Ronk’s version, which oscillates between sweetness and power, Dylan interprets “He Was a Friend of Mine” with an intimacy bordering on confidentiality. His voice, full of emotion, captivates from the first notes; his guitar and harmonica playing reflect simplicity and sobriety. But perhaps the interpretation was so restrained that neither John Hammond nor Dylan selected it for the final track listing.


	
[image: image]	Man On The Street
Bob Dylan / 1:56




Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica / Recording Studio: Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York, November 22, 1961 / Producer: John Hammond / Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Ted Brosnan Set Box: The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991 (CD 1) / Release Date: March 26, 1991



The outtake “Man on the Street” from Dylan’s first album Bob Dylan was inspired by the traditional melody and structure of “The Young Man Who Wouldn’t Hoe Corn,” a farmer’s song revived by Pete Seeger. The main character is the only notable difference. The “young man who wouldn’t hoe corn” has become an old man “found… dead in the street one day.” The young songwriter used a tragic event that he had witnessed in Greenwich Village: a man beaten by a policeman.

This is one of Dylan’s first topical songs and reflects his new familiarity with the drama and poetry of Bertolt Brecht (the poem “Litany of Breath” in particular). Dylan had learned Brecht’s work under the aegis of his girlfriend Suze Rotolo, who had worked on a production of Brecht on Brecht.

The song is based on just two chords. Dylan uses this harmonic deprivation to better express the strength of his text. Sensitive to all outcasts of this world, Dylan wrote a similar song two years later, “Only a Hobo,” during the recording sessions for The Times They Are A-Changin’. His lack of confidence may have made his interpretation too timid, which is unfortunate because the live version, especially the performance on September 6, 1961, at the Gaslight Cafe, is extraordinary for the depth and darkness that the song releases. In some ways, it is a missed opportunity.


	[image: image]	House Carpenter
Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 4:09





Musician: Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar / Recording Studio: Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York, November 22, 1961 / Producer: John Hammond / Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Ted Brosnan Set Box: The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3: Rare & Unreleased, 1961–1991 (CD 1) / Release Date: March 26, 1991



The last song recorded during the last recording session for his first album, “House Carpenter” is one of the oldest songs in Bob Dylan’s repertoire. It is an American rendition of the seventeenth-century Scottish ballad known as “The Daemon Lover,” “James Harris,” or “James Herries.” This traditional ballad has many recorded versions by Joan Baez, Dave Van Ronk, and Doc Watson, among others.

Still haunted by the blues, Dylan stays within the general style of the album, and this title could easily have found its place there. His guitar playing is pretty good, although a bit messy, and his vocal performance is strong. We can also note that it is the only song from these recording sessions to have a noticeable reverb, unless this was added specifically for the bootleg. Just one take was necessary. Dylan reworked the song in 2013 in a completely different and unrecognizable version for The Bootleg Series Volume 10: Another Self Portrait (1969–1971).


Bob Dylan / 2:29

 

SINGLE

RELEASED

“Mixed Up Confusion” / “Corrina, Corrina”

(See the album The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, page 70, for the analysis of “Corrina, Corrina.”)

December 14, 1962




 

Musicians

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Bruce Langhorne: guitar

George Barnes: guitar

Dick Wellstood: piano

Gene Ramey: bass

Herb Lovelle: drums

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: October 26 / November 1 / November 14, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

According to legend, Bob Dylan wrote “Mixed Up Confusion” in a cab on his way to the Columbia Recording Studio. This title appears on the A-side of his first single, and had hardly any success at the time of its release. This single was quickly forgotten. The recording differs from everything Dylan had done up to that time because of one major innovation: in it Dylan worked with a backup band for the first time in a studio recording. The idea probably came from his producer John Hammond. Dylan also implicitly recognizes: “I didn’t arrange the session. It wasn’t my idea.” The lyrics may express the “confusion” of an artist who was looking for some answers but didn’t know who to ask, as Dylan said in 1985 in the notes on Biograph’s album set: “I’m not sure what I based it on.”12

Production

“Mixed Up Confusion” is a fast-tempo song, with a rhythm characteristic of “country beat,” in a style favored by Johnny Cash. Only two chords are necessary for the harmony and to get an entire song close to rockabilly. Although it is commonly accepted that this song is the first in Dylan’s entire career to be backed by a group of musicians, the reality is quite different: in fact, in a recording session dated April 24, 1962, seven different songs, including “Corrina, Corrina” the next B-side on the album, benefited from the participation of bassist Bill Lee (father of director Spike Lee), six months before the first recording session on October 26. Therefore, it is not the first title to benefit from a backing band, although “Mixed Up Confusion” remains the first released on an album that credits outside musicians.

“Mixed Up Confusion” was worked on along with other titles during the recording sessions for Dylan’s second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. Three recording sessions and fourteen takes were necessary, suggesting the difficulty of obtaining a satisfactory track. The identity of musicians is not formally known, although in all likelihood they included Bruce Langhorne, a guitarist Dylan already knew, together with Bill Lee and Carolyn Hester during recording sessions on September 29, 1961. These were guitarists with whom Dylan recorded Bringing It All Back Home some years later in 1965.

Besides Bruce Langhorne at the acoustic guitar, about whom Dylan said “he already had a lot of ideas and played some interesting things at the guitar,” there was Herb Lovelle, who later accompanied B. B. King on drums; Dick Wellstood, who worked with Gene Krupa at the piano; Gene Ramey, who played bass for Charlie Parker and Thelonious Monk; and George Barnes, who started his career with Big Bill Bronzy at the second guitar. Despite the presence of these experienced musicians, the song struggled to take off. Admittedly the atmosphere was not so wonderful. In his book, Robert Shelton repeats a story told by John Hammond: “Albert Grossman [Bob Dylan’s manager] and his partner John Court insisted on coming to all sessions and Court insisted on telling Bobby and me what we had to do, so that I ended up ordering them to leave the studio. They said, ‘It is not good’ and that I could not do that. I said, ‘John, if you don’t like it, you can always leave.’ And that’s what he did. Albert remained. It was Albert who had the bright idea of recording ‘Mixed Up Confusion’ with a Dixieland band. However, it was a disaster.”7 The idea of a Dixieland band (with Dick Mosman at the piano and Panama Francis on drums, according to Clinton Heylin), is not yet confirmed. But it could have provoked Dylan to leave in a huff after the third recording session on November 14. His anger was short lived, since he returned to the studio shortly afterward to resume the recordings alone.… Unfortunately, the details of each take for that day are unclear; however, there appear to have been four complete takes, and that take 14 was the final.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Take 10, recorded November 1, 1962, was reworked without Dylan on December 8, 1964, at the initiative of producer Tom Wilson, who wanted to replace the musicians of the original version with other unidentified musicians, except for the drummer Bobby Gregg. (Wilson successfully did the same thing with the “Sound of Silence” by Simon & Garfunkel in 1965.) This new version, a semitone down, was first released in Japan (Mr. D’s Collection #1 in 1974), and later in Masterpieces (1978) and then in Biograph (1985).
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The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan 
Shades of Humanism

The Album

Toward the end of 1962, things were not great for Dylan: his first album did not sell well, his single was not recognized, and his recording company was seriously considering canceling his contract. Bob only released a second album because of the doggedness of his producer John Hammond and fellow Columbia Records artist Johnny Cash’s interest in him.

The recording sessions began in June 1962, during which the young songwriter went through a very creative jag and wrote many songs. Interviewed by Pete Seeger on New York radio station WBAI in April 1962, he mentioned that he had written five songs in one single night! “The songs are there. They exist all by themselves just waiting for someone to write them down. I just put them down on paper. If I didn’t do it, somebody else would,” he admitted to Sing Out! magazine in October 1962.13

A Protest Kind of Folk Music

According to Suze Rotolo, Dylan’s girlfriend at the time, “The choice of the word freewheeling sounds like something either John Hammond or Albert Grossman might have come up with. But the spelling, with the dropped g at the end, is all Bob.”2 Therefore, this was a “freewheelin’” Dylan who wrote mainly political songs for his second 33⅓ rpm record (the working title was Bob Dylan’s Blues). He wrote chronicles of America in the early sixties, which offered hope to part of the world, but was also a showcase of troublesome paradoxes. For an entire generation of baby boomers and for the progressive and radical intelligentsia, he became mainly the spokesman of the struggle for civil rights and more general protest: “Blowin’ in the Wind” became the anthem of the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” the ultimate song of the nuclear apocalypse, while “Masters of War” was a radical attack on the arms trade.

Did events turn out this way because of Suze Rotolo, who was considered an intellectual among the extreme left? Maybe so. “Suze was into this equality-freedom thing long before I was,” Dylan has said.15 Through her mediation and that of Broadside magazine, in which Dylan was involved, he began fraternizing with the student protest environment that fought for the rights of minorities. He struggled alongside other artists like Joan Baez, Mahalia Jackson, and Peter, Paul and Mary in the civil rights movement. Three months after the record came out, on August 28, 1963, he participated in the March on Washington, where more than 200,000 pacifists converged on the Lincoln Memorial to denounce discrimination against the black population. After Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his famous “I Have a Dream” speech, Bob Dylan sang “Only a Pawn in Their Game” and Peter, Paul and Mary performed “Blowin’ in the Wind.” The folksinger was immediately recognized as a protest singer, a label that soon felt constraining.









The Celtic Influence

Right from the release of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan on May 27, 1963, the critics noted the spectacular growth of the young songwriter within fourteen months. Whereas the first album only included two original compositions (“Talkin’ New York” and “Song to Woody”), this time eleven out of thirteen songs were his.

The songs alternated between blues and folk with a minimalist interpretation (voice, guitar, harmonica), except for “Corrina, Corrina,” which was recorded with other musicians. What was radically new compared to the first album was the exalted British musical heritage, the Celtic touch. At the end of 1962, Bob Dylan went to London at the invitation of BBC director Philip Saville. He had heard the young singer perform in a Greenwich Village club, and wanted Dylan to sing, among other songs, “Blowin’ in the Wind” on a televised show that would be broadcast on the BBC on January 13, 1963, called Madhouse on Castle Street.

During this sojourn in London, Dylan soaked in the Soho folk scene by appearing at the famous Troubadour on Old Brompton Road (under the stage name of Blind Boy Count) and by meeting the pillars of the folk renaissance, Martin Carthy and Bob Davenport. They in turn gave him a taste of Celtic ballad music. This is why “Girl from the North Country,” “Masters of War,” “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” and “Bob Dylan’s Dream” are influenced by it.

Although he appears as an heir of the founding fathers of blues and country music (from the Appalachian tradition), Bob Dylan modernized both styles, both musically and through their themes, which often reflect current events (the civil rights movement, the Cold War). His intellectual approach surprises people because it was based on the Bible, the French symbolists, and the writers of the Beat generation, while being inspired by total contempt for political correctness and an innate sense of the absurd. The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan? The work of a true romantic!

Three songs on the album are ballads that relate to the ups and downs of a love affair: probably “Girl from the North Country,” definitely “Down the Highway,” and “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,” which is a chronicle of the predicted breakup.

Contrary to the preceding album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan quickly became successful. In barely four weeks, it sold ten thousand copies before reaching twenty-second place on the Billboard charts in 1963, and in 1964, first place in the United Kingdom!

The Cover

Once again, Don Hunstein, along with Bill James, photographed Dylan for the album. After trying portraits in the apartment where he lived with Suze Rotolo at 161 West Fourth Street in New York, Don suggested taking pictures outdoors. Despite the cold winter weather, Bob, who was very concerned about his appearance, chose a buckskin jacket that was totally inappropriate for the weather. This is how, at the corner of Jones Street and West Fourth Street, Dylan, frozen stiff, was immortalized holding Suze. “In some outtakes it’s obvious that we were freezing,” she said. “Certainly Bob was, in that thin jacket. But image was all.”14 This record cover was a turning point in the early sixties, an era that would go through real social upheavals. “It is one of those cultural markers that influenced the look of album covers precisely because of its casual down-home spontaneity and sensibility,” she explained. “Most album covers were carefully staged and controlled, to terrific effect on the Blue Note jazz album covers… and to not-so-great-effect on the perfectly posed and clean-cut pop and folk albums.”14

The Recording

Barely five months went by between the last session of the first album (November 22, 1961) and the first session of the second (April 24, 1962). But this time around, there were eight sessions for The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, spread over nearly a year (April 1962 to April 1963). Dylan recorded no less than thirty-six songs altogether, but only kept thirteen for this album, and one for his first single (“Mixed Up Confusion”). On July 13, he signed a contract with Witmark Music. Artie Mogull, who had to greet him, remembered, “What I am proud of is that unlike my colleague, I was listening to the lyrics. When Dylan started singing ‘How many roads…’ I was moved. I do not recall what other songs he sang that day, but I said, OK, I am in.”5

The production of this second work brought to light the conflict between John Hammond and Albert Grossman. As soon as Grossman became a manager (in May 1962), he took charge of Dylan’s career and tried everything to separate him from Columbia and from John Hammond specifically. He believed he had found his loophole when he discovered his “protégé” was a minor when he signed his contract with the record company, but Columbia’s lawyers soon pointed out to him that the songwriter had returned to the studio several times since May 1962, the month when he turned twenty-one, and that the contract therefore could not be canceled. Howard Sounes, Dylan’s biographer, wrote, “The two men could not have been more different. Hammond was a WASP aesthete, so relaxed during recording sessions that he sat with feet up, reading the New Yorker. Grossman was a Jewish entrepreneur with a shady background, hustling to become a millionaire.”15

Once Dylan returned from England, Grossman did, however, get the executives of the record company to fire John Hammond. Columbia then turned over Bob Dylan to a young African-American jazz producer named Tom Wilson. “I didn’t even particularly like folk music,” Wilson admitted to Michael Watts. “I’d been recording Sun Ra and Coltrane… I thought folk music was for the dumb guys. [Dylan] played like the dumb guys, but then these words came out. I was flabbergasted.”15 Apart from this new producer, two other sound engineers also appeared: Stanley Tonkel and Fred Catero.

As The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan was almost ready, the album included four songs that did not appear in the final version: “Gamblin’ Willie’s Dead Man’s Hand (Rambling Gambling Willie),” “Let Me Die in My Footsteps,” “Rocks and Gravel,” and “Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues.” This last song, which mocked the members of the John Birch Society by making them look like idiotic anticommunists, caused problems for Columbia. It was also the song that Dylan wished to perform when he appeared on the famous Ed Sullivan Show, but CBS balked. Furious, Dylan then refused to appear on the TV show. Suze Rotolo remembered, “He called me from the rehearsal studio in a fit. With remnants of McCarthy-era political censorship still in place in 1963, Bob Dylan refused to appear on the Ed Sullivan Show. That was that.”14 Albert Grossman, being an expert negotiator, then forged a compromise that satisfied everybody: the controversial song was pulled from the album, but, on the other hand, Dylan could replace “Rambling Gambling Willie,” “Let Me Die in My Footsteps,” and “Rocks and Gravel” with new songs he had just recorded and with which he was more satisfied: “Masters of War,” “Talkin’ World War III Blues,” and “Bob Dylan’s Dream.”

Technical Details

The recording material was basically the same as for the first album, but the voice microphone—the famous RCA Type-77 DX—was replaced by the equally good Neumann U67, and a Beyer M160 was sometimes used for the guitar.

Instruments

Forever faithful to his Gibson J-50, Dylan used it in the sessions of his second album. It finally “disappeared” during 1963 and was replaced by the famous Gibson Nick Lucas Special (but not for this record). His guitar playing improved, and from then on he used finger-picking techniques on songs such as “Girl from the North Country” and “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right.” As for the harmonicas, he played four different keys: D, G, A, and B flat.

The instruments used by the studio musicians accompanying Dylan on “Mixed Up Confusion” and “Corrina, Corrina” are not detailed but nevertheless guitarist Bruce Langhorne used a Martin acoustic connected to a Fender Twin Reverb amplifier.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

The original pressing of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan included the four songs pulled from the official version. This record is extremely rare today.



A Note

During the recording sessions for his second album, on August 2, 1962, Robert Allen Zimmerman officially changed his name to Bob Dylan.









Blowin’ In The Wind

Bob Dylan / 2:46


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: July 9, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria




Genesis and Lyrics

As surprising as it may seem, Dylan wrote “Blowin’ in the Wind” in just ten minutes on April 16, 1962. He was in a coffee shop, the Commons, opposite the Gaslight, the mythical center of the folk scene in the heart of Greenwich Village, where not only Dylan but also Richie Havens, Jose Feliciano, and Bruce Springsteen, among others, got their start. In 2004, when CBS newsman Ed Bradley asked Dylan about the speed with which he wrote, Dylan replied honestly: “It came from… that wellspring of creativity.”6 To Scorsese, he also said that regardless of where he was—in the subway, a coffee shop, “sometimes talking to someone”—he could be hit by inspiration. It was an exceptional period, and many years later he tried in vain to re-create it.

David Blue, a musician who also spent some time in Greenwich Village, gives his version of that day, April 16, 1962: “Dylan and I had been killing the latter part of a Monday afternoon drinking coffee… About five o’clock, Bob pulled out his guitar and a paper and pencil. He began to strum some chords and fool with some lines he had written for a new song. Time passed and he asked me to play the guitar for him so he could figure out the rhymes with greater ease. We did this for an hour or so until he was satisfied. The song was “Blowin’ in the Wind.”16 They immediately decided to perform the new song for Gil Turner who was at Gerde’s Folk City. Turner was one of the MCs for folk evenings in Greenwich Village clubs—what were then called “hootenannies.” During the intermission, Turner met Dylan in the basement to hear Dylan’s new song. “Bob sang it out with great passion,” said David Blue. “When he finished there was silence all around. Gil Turner was stunned.”16 Immediately, he wanted to sing the melody to his audience and asked Dylan to show him the chords and the song. He went back onstage to perform it for the public at Gerde’s. “‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, ‘I’d like to sing a new song by one of our great songwriters. It’s hot off the pencil and here it goes.’”16 At the end of the performance, the audience stood and applauded wildly. David Blue: “Bob was leaning against the bar near the back smiling and laughing.”16 This title became an anthem of hope and peace, and marked a huge leap in Dylan’s songwriting career.

Listening to “Blowin’ in the Wind,” there is a profound spirituality—a philosophical spirituality, since with Dylan the power of the spirit will always be more important than material or religious spirituality. The songwriter seems to have been inspired by images in the book of Ezekiel to create this message: “How many times must a man look up before he can see the sky? Yes, n’how many ears must one man have before he can hear people cry?” Dylan explicitly refers to the Old Testament: “The word of the LORD came to me: Oh mortal, you dwell among the rebellious breed. They have eyes to see but see not; ears to hear, but hear not.”

The melody, as Dylan admitted, was musically based on “No More Auction Block,” a spiritual that he heard Delores Dixon sing every night with the New World Singers at Gerde’s Folk City. “I didn’t really know if that song was good or bad,” he told Scorsese. “It just felt right… I needed to sing it in that language, which is a language that I hadn’t heard before.”6 And the power of this language was such that he would shine in future protest events, such as on August 28, 1963, during the March on Washington, when “Blowin’ in the Wind” was sung by Peter, Paul and Mary on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Mary Travers recalls: “If you could imagine the March on Washington with Martin Luther King and singing that song in front of a quarter of a million people, black and white, who believed they could make America more generous and compassionate in a nonviolent way, you begin to know how incredible that belief was.”17 This song continues to carry his message of hope beyond the sixties. Thus, in 1985 at the end of the Live Aid festival, Dylan, along with Keith Richards and Ron Wood, performed it once again for the youth of the world, their words carried by the wind.

“But I didn’t really know that it had any kind of anthemic quality or anything,” said Dylan to Scorsese.6 Early in his career, he refused the label of a “prophet,” even though people wanted him to be one. Already in June 1962, in the magazine Sing Out!, he says, “There ain’t too much I can say about this song except that the answer is blowing in the wind.” “Blowin’ in the Wind” poses a series of rhetorical questions: three stanzas of eight lines each, each line asking a question for which the answer (always the same) is contained in the chorus. Dylan discusses the archetypal images of protest songs: equality, persecution, racism, violence, indifference, selfishness—universal themes that resonated in 1962 amid the Cold War and the struggle for the recognition of civil rights. But he only asks questions and gives no answers. As an artist, his mission is to raise awareness, not to reassure his audience by serving them ready-made truths on a silver platter. This is precisely what gives the song its timeless character.


Long before the song became the unavoidable anthem, a number of artists covered “Blowin’ in the Wind.” The New World Singers were first. But it was Albert Grossman who brought the song to the vocal group Peter, Paul and Mary, whom he also managed. Peter Yarrow, one of the singers and the guitarist of the group, said: “Albert thought that the big song was ‘Don’t Think Twice’ [which eventually ended up on the B-side of the single]. That, he said, was the hit. We went crazy over ‘Blowin’ in the Wind.’17 Thus the song became world famous when Peter, Paul and Mary’s version came out as a single—and what a success! Released in June 1962, “Blowin’ in the Wind” (with the B-side “Flora” from the 1963 album Moving) sold over 320,000 copies in just the first week of release, one of the fastest Warner successes. On July 13, it reached number 2 on the Billboard charts.

“Blowin’ in the Wind” is also the first song on the album The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, which went on sale on May 27, 1963, three days after the songwriter’s twenty-second birthday and the day after his triumphant performance at the Newport Folk Festival. In August, the song came out as a single, with “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” as the B-side. However, it never made the Billboard charts. It was not until 1994 that “Blowin’ in the Wind” entered the Grammy Hall of Fame. In 2004, it was listed as fourteenth among the “500 Greatest Songs of All Time” according to Rolling Stone magazine.

Production

“I’ve always seen it and heard it that way, it’s just taken me… I just did it on my acoustical guitar when I recorded it, which didn’t really make it sound spiritual. But the feeling, the idea, was always, you know, that’s where it was coming from, so now I’m doing it in full like a spiritual,” said Dylan to Marc Rowland in an interview in 1978.18 This song immediately captivates the listener by the memories it creates and the attention that it requires. The work done on the arrangement bore results, as no reverb is heard in the voice or even the guitar part. Dylan had mastered his Gibson J-50; his beat is regular; there is no more approximation. Similarly, all nervousness and aggressiveness have disappeared, and a communicative calm prevails. The voice is soft. With his harmonica (in D) and three chords, this recording is an exemplar of simplicity and efficiency. “Blowin’ in the Wind” was recorded in three takes between 2:30 p.m. and 5:30 p.m. during the third recording session for the album. The last take served as the master.


PLAGIARISM OR NOT PLAGIARISM?

During the months following its release, “Blowin’ in the Wind” was at the heart of a controversy that had nothing to do with music. A high school student from Millburn, New Jersey, named Lorre Wyatt claimed to be the real composer of the song, which he said he sold for a thousand dollars. Several students even stated they heard Wyatt singing “Blowin’ in the Wind” before the singles by Peter, Paul and Mary and Dylan came out. This claim was taken very seriously, and Newsweek magazine repeated it in November 1963. It was only in 1974 that Lorre Wyatt admitted having lied to impress the other members of his group, the Millburnaires.




IN YOUR HEADPHONES

If you have the stereo version of “Blowin’ in the Wind,” you can notice that in the right channel there is a “hole” in the sound of the guitar that appears at exactly 1:37. It may be a defect in the band, an overload on the compressor/limiter, or even an inadvertent bump to the microphone. Or is it the wind?




COVERS

Starting with the New World Singers and Peter, Paul and Mary, hundreds of artists inserted “Blowin’ in the Wind” into their repertoire. These include Marlene Dietrich (1963), Joan Baez (1963), Marianne Faithfull (1964), Sam Cooke (1964), and Stevie Wonder (who reached tenth place on the charts), as well as Judy Collins, Elvis Presley, Neil Young, and Ziggy Marley.











Girl From The North Country

Bob Dylan / 3:21


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: April 23, 1963

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

The song “Girl from the North Country” was written after Bob Dylan’s trip to London in December 1962. There he met several artists from the folk renaissance, including Bob Davenport and Martin Carthy. Carthy greatly expanded the musical knowledge of the American songwriter by teaching him various traditional British ballads for which he had written new arrangements. One of these was “Scarborough Fair,” a song that was covered four years later by Simon & Garfunkel.

Taking inspiration from Martin Carthy’s arrangement of “Scarborough Fair,” Bob Dylan returned to the United States and wrote this superb love poem. It follows the structure and interrogative beginning of the medieval ballad, but only retains a few words: “Remember me to one who lives there / For she once was a true love of mine,” and it replaces the good town of Scarborough with “If you’re traveling the north country fair / Where the winds hit heavy on the borderline.” Dylan also does not retain the refrain “Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme,” four aromatic plants with strong symbolism in the Middle Ages, which brought Simon & Garfunkel to fame in October 1966 with their eponymous album.

Who was Bob Dylan thinking of when he wrote and then recorded “Girl from the North Country”? Maybe Echo Helstrom, who had been his girlfriend when he lived in Hibbing. Or perhaps Bonnie Beecher, whom he had also met in Minneapolis, and whom he kept on seeing after he settled in Greenwich Village. But it is more likely his erstwhile girlfriend, Suze Rotolo. Suze had gone to Italy to pursue her studies, leaving Dylan in deep distress. Dylan put the final touches on this superb ballad during his trip to Perugia.

Production

If the lyrics were inspired by “Scarborough Fair,” the inspiration for the music is much less noticeable. Some have tried to compare both melodies to detect a similarity, but except for the “color” of certain harmonies, the signature rhythm (4/4 for Dylan, 3/4 for Carthy), neither harmony nor melody are alike. In “Girl from the North Country,” Dylan deploys an inspired and subtle melodic talent. As in “Blowin’ in the Wind,” his voice and his harmonica part (B) contrast with the anger of the previous album, and this time we can note the presence of a slight reverb. The feeling remains intimate, and the interpretation is brilliant. This is the first time that Dylan uses finger-picking on his Gibson. He has thoroughly mastered the technique, a surprise because it shows considerable progress since his first recordings. Some doubted whether it is Dylan playing, but he performed it with ease on a television show on March 10, 1964, for Canadian television (Quest, produced by Daryl Duke). One of his exceptional qualities, rarely emphasized, is his absolute sense of rhythm. His metronomic interpretation is remarkable. He recorded this melody during the last recording session for the album on April 23. Six takes were needed, including two false starts. The second take was chosen as master in the end.


Dylan rerecorded “Girl from the North Country” as a duet with Johnny Cash for the album Nashville Skyline in 1969, in a totally different atmosphere, much closer to country music. Keith Richards asserted in 2011 that the 1963 version was better than the later one.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

It seems that Dylan struggled to find the right tone for “Girl from the North Country.” In his version for the album, the Witmark Demos, Nashville Skyline, his performance on Canadian TV, or other live performances, the tones are all different! Finally, do not miss the extraordinary version of the rehearsal for the Far East Tour, February 1, 1978, in Rundown Studios in Santa Monica, California.




COVERS

“Girl from the North Country” gave rise to about fifty excellent versions. Apart from Bob Dylan’s, let us remember Joe Cocker and Leon Russell (the live album Mad Dogs and Englishmen, 1970), Rod Stewart (Smiler, 1974), Pete Townshend (“North Country Girl” on the album All the Best Cowboys Have Chinese Eyes, 1982), Robert Plant (Robert Plant & the Strange Sensation, 2006), Rosanne Cash (The List, 2009), Eddie Vedder (Water on the Road, 2011), Sting (Chimes of Freedom: The Songs of Bob Dylan Honoring 50 Years of Amnesty International, 2012), and the Counting Crows (Echoes of the Outlaw Roadshow, 2013).











Masters Of War

Bob Dylan / 4:31


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: April 23, 1963

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Bob Dylan wrote “Masters of War” during the winter of 1962–63, right after the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962. He sang “Masters of War” in public at Gerde’s Folk City for the first time on January 21, 1963, and published the lyrics soon after in February in Broadside (number 20) along with drawings by Suze Rotolo, two months before the official recording session with Columbia.

Ironically, when the readers of Broadside read the lyrics and when the public at large discovered it, the repercussions were considerable. Very rarely—perhaps never—had Americans ever heard such a bitter and determined condemnation of war.

For many people, this was a misunderstanding. “Masters of War” is not an ode to pacifism—even if students quickly turned it into a hymn against American involvement in Vietnam, but rather an aggressive attack on the warmongers, on those who have vested interests in seeing the world explode into conflict and, as the song says so eloquently, “hide behind desks.” The songwriter was alluding to the American military-industrial complex, which was first denounced by Dwight D. Eisenhower himself in his farewell address from the Oval Office on January 17, 1961. In an interview granted to USA Today on September 10, 2001, Dylan was explicit: “[‘Masters of War’] is not an antiwar song. It’s speaking against what Eisenhower was calling a military-industrial complex as he was making his exit from the presidency. That spirit was in the air, and I picked it up.”15

The last verse has an almost virulent dimension. “I’ve never really written anything like that before,” he confided to Nat Hentoff in the liner notes of the album. “I don’t sing songs which hope people will die, but I couldn’t help it in this one. The song is a sort of striking out… a feeling of what can you do?”19 In a nutshell, “Masters of War” was a kind of catharsis for Dylan. Note that singer Judy Collins, although she was on the cutting edge of the antiwar struggles of the sixties, preferred not to sing the last stanza: “And I hope that you die, and your death will come soon / I’ll follow your casket in the pale afternoon / And I will watch as you lay in your deathbed / And I’ll stay over your tomb till I’m sure that you are dead.” On February 20, 1991, during the first Gulf War, Dylan chose to perform “Masters of War” at the Grammy Awards, where he received an honorary award. A disturbing detail: he sang in such a way that the words were almost inaudible and totally unrecognizable. He later explained that a bad fever and a last-minute change in the program had affected his delivery.

Production

The melody is taken directly from the English ballad “Nottamun Town” (which became a traditional song in the Appalachians). Bob Davenport may have taught it to Dylan during the latter’s stay in London in December 1962. Jean Ritchie, nicknamed the “Mother of Folk,” had made an arrangement, and she later accused Dylan of having plagiarized it. Dylan, however, showed that his version was different from hers and that his contribution to the text created something original.

Daniel Lanois, who produced the album Oh Mercy in 1989, regularly asked Dylan for songs similar to “Masters of War,” “Girl from the North Country,” and “With God on Our Side.” Dylan wrote, “He began nagging at me, just about every other day, that we could sure use some songs like those. I nodded. I knew we could, but I felt like growling. I didn’t have anything like those songs.”1 Lanois, who was a savvy producer, knew too well that songs with such force were a dream “clothed” or “naked”; they “ring.” Thus, with “Masters of War,” based on two chords without harmonica and with a throbbing rhythm foreshadowing “Working Class Hero” by John Lennon (1970), Dylan, at twenty-one, masterfully announced his condemnation of warmongers. There is little reverb in the voice, and the singing is more narrative than vocal. The whole song has an austerity that efficiently underscores its awful purpose. Worked on during the final recording session on April 23, “Masters of War” is the last song he recorded during the eight sessions. Six takes were needed, half of which are false starts. The third take was chosen for the album.

Over time, Dylan released the song with different arrangements, including electric versions such as on the Real Live album of 1984.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Although “Masters of War” is an indictment against the military-industrial complex, Bob did not hesitate to perform it in 1990 at the United States Military Academy. But facing a military audience, he swallowed his last verse!




COVERS

As early as 1963, Judy Collins recorded “Masters of War.” She was joined in the 1960s by José Feliciano (1965), Barry McGuire (1967), and Cher (1968). There were also other great interpretations, including Leon Russell (1970), Eddie Vedder (during the 30th Anniversary Concert Celebration, 1992), and Ed Sheeran (2013).











Down The Highway

Bob Dylan / 3:23


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: July 9, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“I had another recording session you know—I sang six more songs—you’re in two of them: Bob Dylan’s Blues and Down the Highway.”14 This excerpt from a letter to Suze Rotolo in July 1962, by a Bob Dylan deeply in love, highlights the passion that he dedicated to his girlfriend, who went to study in Perugia, Italy, on June 8, 1962. He did not see her for eight long months, and her absence deeply troubled him. His closest friends, including Dave Van Ronk and his wife Terri, remember seeing him extremely depressed and crying, “Suze!” She returned to New York in January 1963. She was greeted with accusations by the couple’s friends, who told her “[she] was not there for Dylan when he needed [her] most.”14

Therefore, it is with “Down the Highway,” a blues song probably inspired by Robert Johnson and Big Joe Williams, that Bob Dylan expressed his feelings of abandonment and loneliness, using the blues as the perfect vehicle to exorcise heartbreak. Dylan knew it was: “What made the real blues singers so great is that they were able to state all the problems they had; but at the same time, they were standing outside of them and could look at them. And in that way, they had them beat.”19

Production

The atmosphere is Delta blues, capo on the fifth fret, “tuning” chords adapted for E, and a riff punctuating every other verse. Dylan played his Gibson J-50 on “Down the Highway” in the tradition of the blues. All the clichés are here: the road, separation, passion, play, danger, luck… these highly mythical themes. Dylan shows himself to be a master of the blues with guitar-playing “roots”; a better tuning was not even necessary at 2:34. Though less precise than “Girl from the North Country” and “Blowin’ in the Wind,” his progress is no less remarkable. He masters perfectly his vocal performance without straining his vocal cords as he did on the previous album, and he even uses some intonations borrowed from Big Joe Williams. A plosive on the word poor at 2:51 reminds us of John Hammond’s complaints about his lack of technique at the microphone. The song is one of six he recorded in one take during the third recording session of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Dylan mentioned in a letter to Suze Rotolo that he had recorded six more songs during the recording session on July 9. But in reality it was seven songs: “Baby, I’m in the Mood for You,” “Bob Dylan’s Blues,” “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “Quit Your Low Down Ways,” “Honey Just Allow Me One More Chance,” “Down the Highway,” and “Worried Blues.”











Bob Dylan’s Blues

Bob Dylan / 2:20


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: July 9, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Although not indicated in the title, “Bob Dylan’s Blues” is a mix of country music and blues. The title, which was also the working title of the album, refers to his feelings of depression during the prolonged absence of Suze Rotolo. In a letter to her in July 1962 (see “Down the Highway,” page 59), he wrote the entire second stanza of the song (“All you five and ten cent women / With nothin’ in your heads / I got a real gal I’m lovin’ / And Lord I’ll love her till I’m dead / Go away from my door and window too / Right now”), emphasizing the fact that these words had been written for her.

The song “Bob Dylan’s Blues” is an improvisation made at the studio. In the jacket notes, Dylan attempts an explanation of his very “Dylanesque” creative process: “I start with an idea, and then I feel what follows. Best way I can describe this one is that it’s like walking by a side street. You gaze in and you walk on.”21

Note that the words in the first verse refer to two heroes from Dylan’s childhood, the Lone Ranger and his inseparable friend, Tonto. This was the first time two characters from American pop culture turned up Dylan’s work. So does the wind in the fourth verse: “Well, the wind keeps a-blowin’ me.” Is this a nod to “Blowin’ in the Wind,” which he recorded just after the first take of “Bob Dylan’s Blues”?

Production

Three attempts were needed to record the song. The first take was used for the master. During the recording session on July 9, 1962, Dylan worked on no less than three songs dedicated to Suze Rotolo: “Baby, I’m in the Mood for You” (which does not appear on the album but on Biograph in 1985), “Bob Dylan’s Blues,” and “Down the Highway.” The first two songs started the session and were representative of his sentimental feelings. He provides once again an excellent guitar part. Even if improvised, his guitar playing shows his experience. With the harmonica (in D) and voice in “talking blues,” Dylan takes us along the paths of his imagination.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

“Bob Dylan’s Blues” is also the title of a melody written in 1965 by Syd Barrett, future leader of the first lineup of Pink Floyd. This song, which gently mocks the Dylan-mania of the time, was recorded between 1968 and 1970, and then forgotten for more than thirty years. David Gilmour rediscovered the title in his personal collection, and the song appears on the compilation album The Best of Syd Barrett: Wouldn’t You Miss Me?, released in 2001.











A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall

Bob Dylan / 6:51


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: December 6, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: Stanley Tonkel and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Bob Dylan wrote one of his greatest compositions, “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” during the summer of 1962. “In those days I used to write a lot of songs in cafés. Or at somebody’s house with the typewriter. ‘A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’… I wrote that in the basement of the Village Gate. All of it, at Chip Monck’s, he used to have a place down there in the boiler room, an apartment that he slept in.”19 Dylan was going through an unusually prolific period. “Yeah, it does come easy,” he admitted.19 But he wrote this song in a particular political climate.

The Cold War was in full swing. The Berlin Wall was already one year old. In early September 1962, the Soviet Union decided to defy the United States and boost its military and technical aid to Cuba. On October 14, America was shocked to discover that the Russians had installed missiles in Cuba with nuclear warheads, all aimed at US strategic sites. A confrontation between US president John F. Kennedy and Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev began, resulting in the most terrifying episode of the Cold War, the famous Cuban Missile Crisis. On October 22, President Kennedy delivered a nationwide televised address. The world was on the verge of a nuclear disaster. On October 28, a diplomatic solution was finally found.

“A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” is always linked with the Cuban Missile Crisis. In fact, Dylan formally premiered his new song during a hootenanny organized by Pete Seeger at Carnegie Hall on September 22, 1962, a month before the presidential speech to the nation. Seeger recalls, “I had to announce to all the singers, ‘Folks, you’re gonna be limited to three songs. No more. ’Cause we each have ten minutes apiece.’ And Bob raised his hand and said, ‘What am I supposed to do? One of my songs is ten minutes long.’”11 The impact on the audience was immediate. Dave Van Ronk, who knew the song before the premiere, commented, “I heard him sing… and I could not even talk about it; I just had to leave the club and walk around for a while. It was unlike anything that had come before it, and it was clearly the beginning of a revolution.”20

“A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” was based on the captivating alchemy between a melody borrowed from folk tradition—more specifically, the Scottish-English ballad “Lord Randall” that goes back to the seventeenth century—and poetry that could be considered “horrific,” with its uninterrupted flow of dark, apocalyptic images that broke and crushed the certainties on which modern civilization was built. What was this “hard rain that was falling?” In an interview granted to historian Studs Terkel in 1963, the songwriter was very specific: “It is not atomic rain, but just a hard rain. It isn’t the fallout rain. I mean some sort of end that’s just gonna happen… In the last verse when I say, ‘Where the pellets of poison are flooding their waters,’ that means all the lies that people get told on their radios and in their newspapers.”21

As a matter of fact, it is a lot more than that: “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” is a sort of swan song before the end of a world. Each line is the beginning of a separate song. “But when I wrote it,” confided Dylan, “I thought I wouldn’t have enough time alive to write all those songs, so I put all I could into this one.”5

As in the British “Lord Randall” ballad, the song is made up of a virtual dialogue between a mother and her son: “… my blue-eyed son? / my darling young one?” The couplets of “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” remind one of French symbolist poets like Arthur Rimbaud that Suze Rotolo introduced him to. As in Les Illuminations, and particularly “Barbare,” his last poem, Dylan threw the listener into the heart of a maelstrom of images and sounds and described a civilization agonizing in a devastated landscape.

The fascination and strength of the song left no one indifferent. Allen Ginsberg remembered being moved the first time he heard it. He confided to Martin Scorsese, “I heard ‘A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’… and I wept because it seemed to me that the torch had been passed to another generation.”4 The song was adopted as the unofficial anthem at the 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen.

“A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” remained associated with the Cuban Missile Crisis. In April 2004, the singer made this comment to Robert Hilburn of the Los Angeles Times: “Someone pointed out it was written before the missile crisis, but it doesn’t really matter where a song comes from. It just matters where it takes you.”19

Production

If Dylan based the lyric structure on the question/answer form of the traditional ballad “Lord Randall,” harmonically it moves away, inserting a chorus that has nothing to do with the ballad. What should be noted is that his performance is a true performance. To interpret a song in the studio for nearly seven minutes under the pressure that such a situation implies, a singer must have an unusual ability to record it in only one take. Obviously there are some errors, like a small problem after the second line of the fourth verse (3:54), and some imperfections at the end (6:46). But Dylan’s message is filled with emotion, and understandably John Hammond did not feel the need to ask him for a second take. The essentials were on tape. “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” is Dylan’s last recorded song of 1962.


THE HARD RAIN PROJECT

After getting lost in the Sahara Desert in July 1969, photographer Mark Edwards was rescued by a Tuareg nomad. “My rescuer rubbed two sticks together,” recalls Edwards. “He made a fire, and we had a nice cup of tea. Then he turned his battered old cassette player on, and [suddenly] Bob Dylan sang ‘A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’… I was fascinated by the lyrics…”28 Impacted by so many lyrical images, he decided to illustrate each line of the song with photos presenting global challenges. Thus, the Hard Rain Project was born, a project allowing Mark Edwards to photograph around the world the prophetic Dylan’s images and address the challenge of climate change, poverty eradication, environmental protection, and sustainable consumption and production.




FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Dylan wrote this song at the house of Chip Monck. Their paths crossed again in 1965, when Dylan was co-host of the Newport Folk Festival, during which he performed live with a rock band. Chip managed many other events such as Woodstock (as master of ceremonies!), the disastrous, famous Altamont Festival, and the benefit concert for Bangladesh organized by George Harrison at Madison Square Garden in New York City, where Dylan performed “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.”




COVERS

“A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” was performed by Joan Baez during the sessions of Farewell, Angelina (1965). Other adaptations were also highly successful: those of Leon Russell (Leon Russell and the Shelter People, 1971), Bryan Ferry (These Foolish Things, 1973), the Staple Singers (Use What You Got, 1973), to which we must add the live versions of Nana Mouskouri (under the title—The Sky Is Black, 1965) and Robert Plant and the Band of Joy (2011).











Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right

Bob Dylan / 3:38


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: November 14, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

When Bob Dylan performed “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” for the first time at the Gaslight Cafe in October 1962, Suze Rotolo had already been taking classes at the University of Perugia, Italy, for four months. Dylan acutely felt the pain of separation during this period.

Curiously, he seems surprisingly bitter and disillusioned, but still in love with his beautiful girl. Here he writes a cryptic text offering his love and reproaching her elegantly: “just kinda wasted my precious time” and “could have done better.” Is he addressing Suze? Some allusions to their life together suggest it. In her memoirs, Suze Rotolo describes a time when they went home early in the morning and heard a “singing rooster at the dawn,”14 a detail that Bob clearly alludes to in his words, “When your rooster crows at the break of dawn / Look out your window, and I’ll be gone.” Dylan also emphasizes her youth: “I once loved a woman, a child I’m told.” She was only seventeen years old when they first met.

The portrait he draws is sufficiently eloquent to prompt a reconciliation. But ultimately, what he reproaches her for is that he gave her his heart, then “she wanted my soul.” However, in October 1962, Dylan was still in love with Suze, as evidenced by the letter he wrote her during the Cuban Missile Crisis in which he states, “If the world did end that nite, all I wanted was to be with you.”14 They didn’t see each other again until January 1963 in New York. But by the end of that year, Suze had become pregnant by Dylan and had had an abortion. She declared her independence and stopped living in the shadow of Dylan’s glory by ending their relationship in 1964. Hence the enigmatic character of the song. Dylan told Nat Hentoff in the Freewheelin’ sleeve notes: “It isn’t a love song. It’s a statement that maybe you can say to make yourself feel better. It’s as if you were talking to yourself.”18

Production

A couple of lines are strongly inspired by Paul Clayton’s “Who’s Gonna Buy You Ribbons (When I’m Gone).” Clayton himself was inspired by the traditional Appalachian song “Who’s Gonna Buy You Chickens (When I’m Gone).”

Dylan uses an identical phrase to start most of his stanzas: “Ain’t no use to…” from Clayton’s song, “It ain’t no use to…” This similarity led to a lawsuit for plagiarism, resulting in a generous compensation for Clayton shortly before the two folksingers, reconciled, toured together in February 1964. Interestingly enough, when Johnny Cash’s “Understand Your Man” was released in January 1964, a title that has a real melodic similarity to “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,” no plagiarism was mentioned. Music, like most art, is a form of emotional expression transmitted to the community, expression fed by a common heritage accessible to all and enriching the collective unconscious. Hence, how much popular music was inspired by the greatest standards of jazz, blues, classical, rock, or folk? Dylan is often accused of having plundered a particular artist, but even if it is true that he finds inspiration in other artists, his immense talent makes all the difference. He transforms the borrowed material and assimilates it into new creations. Not only Dylan, but John Lennon, Jimmy Page, Duke Ellington, Ludwig van Beethoven, and many others have done the same thing. But who can compete with them? “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” shows all the creative force of Dylan, who owes nothing to anyone except himself. It was recorded in one take on November 14, 1962, and Dylan once again demonstrates his great power of concentration in the studio.

Although in public he was just “strumming” his guitar (as heard at the Gaslight Cafe in October 1962 in a non-final version), in the recording he provides a hard part of string-plucking quite convincing and controlled. Some argue that the song was played by Bruce Langhorne, but just listening to Witmark Demos convinces us otherwise. It is the first song on the album where Dylan’s voice has reverb. Columbia planned to release the title as a single, which may explain this special favor (the song finally appears on the B-side of “Blowin’ in the Wind”). Although the first take was the final, nevertheless it has some imperfections: the harmonica (in A) lacks perfection at 0:50, and whenever Bob pronounces the word twice in the chorus, there is a plosive sound (0:41 / 1:26 / 2:10 / 2:58).

Finally, in the notes accompanying the disc, Nat Hentoff18 notes the presence of the same five musicians who accompanied Dylan on his first single, “Mixed Up Confusion”: Bruce Langhorne (guitar), George Barnes (bass guitar), Dick Wellstood (piano), Gene Ramey (bass), and Herb Lovelle (drums). But even listening carefully, there is absolutely no trace of the other musicians, just Dylan himself. Even if they had accompanied and it was subsequently decided to “mutate” or delete their performance, there would inevitably have been some sound leakage on the tape even if at a very low level.


COVERS

“Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” is one of Dylan’s songs that has been covered the most, starting with Peter, Paul and Mary, whose version reached ninth place on the Billboard charts on September 28, 1963, followed by the Four Seasons under the pseudonym the Wonder Who? in twelfth place on November 27, 1965. Other covers include those by Elvis Presley (1971), Arlo Guthrie and Pete Seeger (1975), Doc Watson (1978), and Eric Clapton for the 30th Anniversary Concert Celebration (1993).




FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Joan Baez sang “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” at the Newport Folk Festival in 1963, presenting the song as a “love story that has lasted too long…” Who do you think Miss Baez meant?




FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Paul Clayton’s “Who’s Gonna Buy You Ribbons (When I’m Gone)” would have inspired Dylan to write “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right.” Clayton had recorded his own version of “Lady Franklin’s Lament” about 1954 for his album Sailing and Whaling Songs of the 19th Century.











Bob Dylan’s Dream

Bob Dylan / 5:00


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: April 23 (24?), 1963

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Bob Dylan confessed that he wrote the lyrics to “Bob Dylan’s Dream” following a conversation one night in a club in Greenwich Village with Oscar Brown Jr., a songwriter, playwright, and actor engaged in the civil rights movement. “What have our friends become?” could be the subtitle of “Bob Dylan’s Dream.” The narrator is riding a train going west. He falls asleep and begins dreaming about his friends of yesteryear. He sings, “With haunted hearts through the heat and cold / We never thought we could ever get old.” Nostalgia for a lost youth is the main theme of this Dylan dream, surprising for an artist who was not even twenty-two years old. He evokes the idealism of an adolescent relentlessly giving way to a more adult vision of the dark side of the world: “I wish, I wish, I wish in vain / that we could sit simply in that room again.” Without a doubt, Bob Dylan is thinking about his friends from Hibbing and Minneapolis, who now belong to the past.

Production

Dylan kept this song in the back of his head for a moment before writing and recording it. “Bob Dylan’s Dream” is inspired by the nineteenth-century traditional British ballad “Lady Franklin’s Lament,” also known as “Lord Franklin” or “The Sailor’s Dream,” which itself comes from an old Celtic song called “Cailín Óg a Stór.” Dylan probably heard the melody during his stay in London during the winter of 1962, probably in the version by Martin Carthy, who had introduced him to “Scarborough Fair” (see “Girl from the North Country,” page 54) in which he had immersed himself. Besides the melody, Dylan’s song shares some similarities with “Lady Franklin’s Lament,” such as the lyric “Ten thousand pounds I would freely give” that he rewrote as “Ten thousand dollars at the drop of a hat / I’d give it all gladly…” But nothing else in the song has any further connection with the story of poor John Franklin and his sailors icebound in the Victoria Straits in 1845.

Bob appropriates this traditional melody to deliver a nostalgic acoustic version that he plays on his sadly untuned Gibson J-50. Unlike his previous recordings, where he demonstrated a remarkable metronomic regularity, the tempo of “Bob Dylan’s Dream” changes significantly, starting at about 105 beats per minute (bpm) and finishing at 112. This gap may probably be explained by the five-minute length of the interpretation. Finally, at 0:32 and 1:32 a small “jump” in the sound is heard. It might be an unsuccessful mounting or simply “wrinkled” parts of the tape.

Only two takes were necessary to put “Bob Dylan’s Dream” in the box, the second take being the best. It was the last song that Dylan recorded for his second album. But it was not the last take of the day, since the sixth take of “Masters of War” ended the recording session.









Oxford Town

Bob Dylan / 1:49


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: December 6, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: Stanley Tonkel and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Oxford Town” is the account of one of the most significant events in America in 1962, the enrollment of James Meredith at the University of Mississippi. Dylan composed the song in response to a request from Broadside magazine, which asked several songwriters to react to this top news event. Phil Ochs’s “Ballad of Oxford, Mississippi” was among the other submissions. It may seem surprising that Dylan doesn’t mention in “Oxford Town” the names of the two protagonists in the incident, the African-American student James Meredith and the segregationist Mississippi governor Ross Barnett. Is it to rise above the debate? Or rather, as he later said in a radio interview with Studs Terkel in May 1963, to address the subject in a more universal manner without being trapped in a particular event? “It deals with the Meredith case, but then again it doesn’t… Music, my writing, is something special, not sacred…”22

Production

In the album notes, Dylan defines “Oxford Town” as “a banjo tune I play on the guitar.” This piece is the shortest on the album at 1:49. John Hammond, after hearing the song, told Dylan with surprise, “Don’t tell me that’s all!”11 Dylan recorded it in just one take on Thursday, December 6, 1962. His guitar is in D, open tuning, and we can sense that he is having fun with his instrument. He confirmed this to Jann Wenner in November 1969, “[I had] a chance to play in open tuning… ‘Oxford Town,’ I believe it’s on that [second] album… That’s open tuning.”19 His vocal performance is no less surprising. He ventures for the first time into a range approaching two octaves, something rare enough to be mentioned, especially because he mastered it perfectly. It is probably because of this difficult vocal range that “Oxford Town” is seldom played in concert. Moreover, the only stage performance that we know so far was by John Staehely with Cesar Diaz on guitar, Tony Garnier on bass, and Christopher Parker on drums on October 25, 1990, at the Tad Smith Coliseum at the University of Mississippi in Oxford.


IN FOCUS: RIOTS IN OXFORD

In 1961, James Meredith, an African-American from Mississippi, was denied admission to the University of Mississippi–Oxford, which had traditionally accepted only white students in violation of the Supreme Court ruling of 1954 that public schools had to be desegregated. Meredith filed a lawsuit in the US Supreme Court, which ruled that Meredith had the right to be admitted to the state school. But in September 1962, he was denied access to the campus three times by the local police under the orders of the state governor, Ross Barnett. President Kennedy sent federal troops to protect Meredith and allow him to enter the university. A riot broke out on September 30—it lasted three days and two people died. Meredith was the first African-American student at the University of Mississippi.




IN YOUR HEADPHONES

If you listen carefully, you can hear shortly before the end of the song (at 1:45) the edge of a pick hit against the body of the guitar.











Talkin’ World War III Blues

Bob Dylan / 6:26


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: April 24, 1963

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond or Tom Wilson (?)

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

This “Talkin’ Blues” is another tribute to Woody Guthrie. “Talkin’ World War III Blues” was a partly spontaneous composition created in the studio, replacing “Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues,” which was rejected by Columbia. The black humor and squeaky irony dominate the six-minute-long piece, in which the narrator dreams that he is in the middle of the Third World War and the doctor to whom he tells his dream thinks that he is crazy! Bearing in mind that during the Cold War the planet could be reduced to ashes at any moment, Bob Dylan denounces the weaknesses of each participant.

Psychiatrists, who always eager to prepare a cell for their patients, are the first to be ridiculed. Then it is the conservatives’ turn to be targeted—those who supported Senator Joseph McCarthy’s witch hunt and continue to have a visceral fear of the “communists.” Even the narrator himself is not immune to self-mockery. Only Elvis Presley’s favorite car seems to find some favor: the narrator drove down Forty-Second Street in his Cadillac.


Production

In Nat Hentoff’s liner notes for the album he wrote that after a great intro on the guitar, Dylan started improvising a part of the text during the recording session on April 24.19 The format of the “Talkin’ Blues” gave Dylan an opportunity to address the subject of nuclear annihilation with humor, unlike in “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.” As in “Mean Talking Blues” by Woody Guthrie, in which Dylan could have found some inspiration for this song, we see some similarities harmonically with the two other “Talkin’ Blues” recorded during the recording sessions for the album, but not selected for it (included on the Bootleg Series): “Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues” (session on April 24, 1962) and “Talkin’ Bear Mountain Picnic Massacre Blues” (session on April 25, 1962). The same three chords in different keys and the same rhythmic pattern are the basis for his vocal lines. The copyright of “Talkin’ World War III Blues,” dated November 29, 1963, stipulates that it is a vocal achievement rather than a musical composition, the spoken words and the lack of melody explaining this point. After four false starts, the fifth take was selected as the master track.

Three days before recording “Talkin’ World War III Blues,” Dylan might have performed the piece onstage on April 21, 1963, at Club 47 in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the club where he heard Carolyn Hester for the first time in 1961. Carolyn played a decisive role in Dylan’s career. However, the first legitimate “live” performance is dated April 25, 1963, when Dylan played his “Talkin’ Blues” in Chicago at the Bear.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

After his concert on April 25, 1963, Dylan jammed with a local bluesman Mike Bloomfield, a future member of Paul Butterfield’s Blues Band and a brilliant guitar player. In 1965 he played on the recording of Dylan’s album Highway 61 Revisited.











Corrina, Corrina

Traditional / Arrangement Bob Dylan / 2:42


Musicians

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Bruce Langhorne: guitar

Howie Collins: guitar

Dick Wellstood: piano

Leonard Gaskin: double bass

Herb Lovelle: drums

William E. Lee: bass (?)

George Barnes: guitar Gene Ramey: bass

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: April 24 / October 26, 1962 / December 8, 1964

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

“Corrina, Corrina” was selected as Bob Dylan’s B-side to his first single and had a brief appearance in stores. It is a 12-bar country blues song, originally known in the world of vaudeville under the title of “Has Anybody Seen My Corrine?” It was published by Roger Graham in 1918, the same year Vernon Dalhart recorded a vocal version and Wilbur Sweatman’s Original Jazz Band a foxtrot instrumental version. In April 1926, Blind Lemon Jefferson recorded “Corrina Blues” on the Paramount label as his own version of “C. C. Rider.” Shortly thereafter, Bo Carter, a member of the Mississippi Sheiks, recorded “Corrine, Corrina” in 1928, and two years later the Mississippi Sheiks (as the Jackson Blue Boys) recorded the same song with bluesman Papa Charlie McCoy on vocals. In 1934, Milton Brown and His Musical Brownies recorded the song, and in 1940 Bob Wills (James Robert Wills), known as the king of the Western swing style, adapted it.

A standard of American popular music, “Corrine, Corrina” came back into the spotlight in the early 1960s when Bob Dylan added a version titled “Corrina, Corrina” to his repertoire. As always, his adaptation is very personal. Although he kept most of the lyrics and the song structure from “Corrine, Corrina,” he added the line, “I got a bird that whistles, I got a bird that sings,” borrowed from “Stones in My Passway,” recorded by Robert Johnson in 1937. The shadow of another bluesman floats over this song: another Johnson named Lonnie. “I was lucky to meet Lonnie Johnson at the same club I was working and I must say he greatly influenced me,” said Bob Dylan. Lonnie Johnson’s influence is obvious in “Corrina, Corrina.” “I used to watch him every chance I got and sometimes he’d let me play with him.”20

Production

Despite the number of versions that have influenced Dylan in his own reinterpretation of “Corrine, Corrina,” none are obviously like his version. While sometimes accused of being close to plagiarism in some of his works, Dylan’s cover has an intrinsic strength closer to an original creation than to an adaptation. He implicitly told Nat Hentoff, “I’d never heard ‘Corrina, Corrina’ exactly the way it first was, so that this version is the way it came out of me.”19 Even if he mentions Lonnie Johnson as an influence, his own interpretation has a personal touch.

At the first session on April 24, Dylan was accompanied by bassist William E. Lee, known as Bill Lee. But after two unsatisfactory takes, he reworked the song six months later on October 26, accompanied by five other musicians: Bruce Langhorne and Howie Collins on guitar, Dick Wellstood on piano, Leonard Gaskin on double bass, and Herb Lovelle on drums. The same musicians performed five takes of his first single, “Mixed Up Confusion,” on the same day. The master for “Corrina, Corrina” was only finalized on November 14, and two musicians, Howie Collins (guitarist of Coleman Hawkins and Benny Goodman) and Leonard Gaskin (double bass player who played with Billie Holliday or Miles Davis, among others), are respectively replaced by George Barnes and Gene Ramey.

On October 26, Dylan and his band recorded six takes of “Corrina, Corrina,” the last take being the master on which, apparently, an overdub guitar by Bruce Langhorne was added. “I remember doing a version of ‘Corrina, Corrina’ with Bob that was acoustic,” Langhorne said in an interview with Richie Unterberger, “and I played acoustic… It might have been overdubbed.”23 It seems that on November 14, an alternative take was also recorded and used as the B-side for “Mixed Up Confusion” with a harmonica intro (in B|,) and a slightly different harmonica solo.

The song is a success with a flair for nostalgia, with strong emotion, probably due to the absence of Suze Rotolo. The arpeggio played on the guitar is brilliant, and Bruce Langhorne’s guitar playing is particularly inspired. Curiously, Dick Wellstood is noted as playing piano, but he is totally inaudible in the mix. The only title benefiting from musicians from the studio, this cover is an essential piece for the perfect cohesion of the album.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Pete Townshend, who confessed to have listened repeatedly to, among others, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan to write his first songs, delivered a stunning interpretation of “Corrina, Corrina” in 2012 (Chimes of Freedom: The Songs of Bob Dylan Honoring 50 Years of Amnesty International).











Honey, Just Allow Me One More Chance

Henry Thomas / Bob Dylan / 1:59


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: July 9, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria



Genesis and Lyrics

Henry Thomas, who was born in 1874 and probably died in 1930 (although some claim to have seen him in the 1950s!), recorded several titles between 1927 and 1929 for the famous Vocalion label, where Robert Johnson recorded his entire repertoire. He ensured the link between the tradition of vaudeville and Texas blues. Thomas was rediscovered in the early 1960s, thanks to the folk revival. Bob Dylan was the first to turn to Thomas’s repertoire for inspiration. Thomas’s recording of “Honey, Won’t You Allow Me One More Chance?” was the source of Dylan’s version “Honey, Just Allow Me One More Chance.” After finding this song on a disc, Dylan confesses to having been captivated by the title. In fact, Dylan creates something more like a new song rather than a simple adaptation, since he wrote new text and changed the rhythm. The song also has the flair of the bluesman Jesse Fuller, whose “You’re No Good” Dylan covered on his first album. Dylan turned “Honey, Won’t You Allow Me One More Chance?” into a story following the tradition of African-American idiom: a lover asks a woman to allow him one more chance. No doubt Dylan was influenced by the departure of Suze Rotolo for Italy on June 8, almost a month to the day before starting the recording session in the studio.

Production

Similarities between both versions are mostly limited to the title and chorus. Henry Thomas’s version is an authentic “ragtime blues,” while Dylan’s version leans toward country and comedy. Dylan’s “Honey, Just Allow Me One More Chance” recalls some songs from his debut album, such as “Pretty Peggy-O” and “Freight Train Blues.” Bob has fun, and his interpretation gives the impression of a second-degree song. Dylan adds his own guitar accompaniment, playing happily on his Gibson J-50 and placing harmonica solos (in G major) rather high between verses. Only one take was needed to record the piece.

The first stage performance of “Honey, Just Allow Me One More Chance” was given at Gerde’s Folk City in New York on April 16, 1962, less than three months before Dylan entered the studio. There is also an excellent alternative recording dating from 1970 with acoustic and electric guitar, bass, and drums, which gives a more settled dimension to the song. It is more convincing than the version on the disc.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

Dylan was not the only one honoring Henry Thomas. In 1968 Canned Heat performed “Going Up the Country,” a tune known worldwide and a song strongly based on Thomas’s “Bull Doze Blues,” recorded in 1928.











I Shall Be Free

Bob Dylan / 4:48


Musician

Bob Dylan: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording Studio

Columbia Recording Studios / Studio A, New York: December 6, 1962

Technical Team

Producer: John Hammond

Sound Engineers: George Knuerr and Pete Dauria




Genesis and Lyrics

The last song on The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan album is a rewrite of Leadbelly’s “We Shall Be Free,” which was probably adapted from a nineteenth-century spiritual. Leadbelly, Sonny Terry, Cisco Houston, and Woody Guthrie performed “We Shall Be Free” in the 1940s. Twenty years later, Dylan revived the song as a social satire, quite pleasant, of a man running for office: “He’s out there preachin’ in front of the steeple / Tellin’ me he loves all kind-a people”; the American middle class “set [me] down on a television floor / [I’ll] flip the channel to number four”; and the housewife “yells and hollers and squeals and snorts without stopping.” With this song, Dylan raises the curtain of the theater of the absurd when he asks, “What I want to know, Mr. Football Man, what do you do about Willie Mays [famous baseball player], Martin Luther King, and Olatunji [percussionist and illustrious Nigerian activist],” and especially when John F. Kennedy calls him up, saying, “My friend, Bob, what do we need to make the country grow?” The songwriter says, “My friend, John, with Brigitte Bardot, Anita Eckberg, and Sophia Loren, country’ll grow!”

Production

Recorded on December 6 at the last recording session of 1962, “I Shall Be Free” was probably planned to close The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan album before the new date of April 24, 1963, disrupted the initial track list. “I Shall Be Free” is very close harmonically to “We Shall Be Free” by Leadbelly. With intonations of “talking blues,” Dylan sometimes lacks rigor in the rhythmic placement of his voice. This last song on the album has no other function than to end on a note of levity, which is a relief after the weighty subject matter of several songs such as “Masters of War” and “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.” In 1964, Dylan followed the same method for his fourth album, Another Side of Bob Dylan, including “I Shall Be Free No. 10.”

With his guitar in D in open tuning (capo on the fourth fret) and harmonica in G, Bob is carried away by his performance, and, probably to the disappointment of John Hammond, he hardly finds his position to face the microphone, punctuating the recording of nearly eight plosives (0:21, 1:01, 1:21, 1:56, 3:08, 3:17, and 4:09)! Dylan never played this title live and took five takes to complete the recording. Only the second and fifth takes were completed. The second take was used for the master track. Except for “Corrina, Corrina,” it is the only song on the album that ends with a fade-out.


FOR DYLANOLOGISTS

It is ironic that, in the official copyright filing of the song, the lyrics do not exactly match what Dylan sings. Some names like Yul Brynner, Charles de Gaulle (!), Robert Louis Stevenson, and Ernest Borgnine were replaced by others. Columbia’s fear of litigation?
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