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The Politics and Power of Bob Dylan’s Live Performances

Ephemeral by nature, the concert setlist is a rich, if underexplored, text for scholarly research. How an artist curates a show is a significant aspect of any concert’s appeal. Through the placement of songs, variations in order, or the omission of material, Bob Dylan’s setlists form a meta-narrative speaking to the power and significance of his music. These chapters use the setlists from concerts throughout Dylan’s career to study his approach to his material from the 1960s to the 2020s. These essays, from various disciplinary perspectives, illustrate how the concert setlist can be used as a source to explore many aspects of Dylan’s public life. Finally, this collection provides a new method to examine other musicians across genres with an interdisciplinary approach to setlists and the selectivity of performance. Unique in its approach and wide-ranging scholarly methodology, this book deepens our understanding of Bob Dylan, the performer.
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IntroductionThe Politics and Power of Bob Dylan’s Live Performances

Erin C. Callahan  and Court Carney

On July 25, 1965, Dylan infamously “went electric” at the Newport Folk Festival. When he took the stage that evening, it was clear he had outgrown folk music. Six months earlier, Dylan recorded Bringing It All Back Home. It was released on March 22 before Dylan set out on his European tour, documented on film by D. A. Pennebaker. The album peaked at number six on the US Billboard charts, the first to break the Top 10, and charted in the UK just as the tour wrapped up. Dylan returned to the studio in June to begin recording Highway 61 Revisited, which he would complete in August and release on August 30. Clinton Heylin writes of the July 25 set, “Dylan’s electric set at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival may well be the most written-about performance in the history of rock & roll. Even at the time, it was recognized as an important demarcation—the point where Dylan went his way and folk purists went theirs” (206). Similarly, Michael Gray notes, “Dylan wasn’t the only person to play electric music at this event, but his playing it proved an incendiary moment” (497). To these points, Dylan’s performance stood as his resignation letter as the anointed spokesperson of the folk movement. Todd Haynes’ interpretation of the set in I’m Not There perfectly captures the performance’s mythological effect on the crowd. In the film, the Dylan character portrayed by Cate Blanchette and actors portraying the band turn and open machine gun fire on the seemingly unsuspecting crowd. Compounding the shock waves Dylan’s electric set sent throughout the music world, the Newport setlist is arguably the first time Dylan used songs in a setlist to communicate something directly to his audience.

Of the five songs on the short setlist, the opening three—“Maggie’s Farm,” “Like a Rolling Stone,” and “It Takes a Lot to Laugh, It Takes a Train to Cry”—debuted at Newport. With roots in traditional songs like “Penny’s Farm” and “Tanner’s Farm,” the set’s opening shot took aim at “any system (and those that run them) that reduces its laborers to the alienated, time-clock punching, assembly-line droids that must be condemned” (Trager 405). This composition is considered one of Dylan’s most personal protest songs. In it, he assumes the voice of a disenchanted laborer with the folk establishment as management. The following two songs demonstrated Dylan’s artistic stagnancy within the confines of purist folk conventions or working on “Maggie’s Farm.” Now one of Dylan’s most iconic songs, “Like a Rolling Stone,” “elevated rock ‘n’ roll to high poetic art once and for all” and challenged the two-minute song convention (Trager 378–379). A sketch of a woman’s fall from wealth and privilege forced to fend for herself, the song’s images of alienation and rootlessness also seem to hint at Dylan’s feelings of being “on [his] own/ with no direction home” without the luxury of the anonymity the song’s subject enjoys. Similarly, “It Takes a Lot to Laugh, It Takes a Train to Cry” is a slow-tempo blues song “expressing feelings of frustration and loneliness…” (Trager 326). Dylan and the band exited the stage after the first three songs.

Coaxed back by Peter Yarrow to quell the unsettled crowd, Dylan played a two-song encore. The first song in the encore, the fourth in the set, “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue,” signified Dylan’s departure from the folk scene in which he rose to fame. Placating the purists, the acoustic tune reinforced the message conveyed in the more raucous “Maggie’s Farm.” However, as he left, he planned to take all he had learned from his formative folk education as he embarked on his next artistic and musical endeavor. According to Bobdylan.com, Dylan first played “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue” on February 17, 1965, at WABC-TV studios in New York City, playing it five more times before he added it to the Newport set. Dylan closed the set with “Hey, Mr. Tambourine Man.” Though it didn’t appear on an album until it was released on Bringing It All Back Home, Dylan first included it in a performance on May 17, 1964, in London’s Royal Festival Hall. He performed it a second time at the 1964 Newport Folk Festival and ten additional times before returning to it during a songwriting workshop in Newport on July 24, 1965. A month earlier, The Byrds’ upbeat pop arrangement of the song had reached number one on Billboard’s Top 100. Dylan’s performance of it the following night in its original arrangement was a coda to his participation in the mid-century folk revival.

The set’s opening three songs fomented fury among folk purists in the audience that Dylan has sold out to consumer interests by “plugging in.” The acoustic songs did not signal Dylan’s return to the folk fold but a further distancing from it. Whether they were consciously selected and arranged to create the narrative or message of an artist beleaguered by expectations that no longer suited his artistic momentum or chosen extemporaneously, the songs Dylan played in his 1965 Newport set on Sunday evening severed his connections to the folk community while demonstrating the new direction Dylan and popular music were headed.

Setlist construction thus allowed Dylan additional creative expression during live performances. He contemplated not only how he plays the songs but also their selection and order to create unique collections and sequences, playing into and off each other sonically and lyrically. This development leads to a broader question of how Dylan has constructed his setlists throughout his career. The frequency with which Dylan has included “Like a Rolling Stone” (2075), “All Along the Watchtower” (2268), and “Highway 61 Revisited” (2000) consistently since they debuted early on suggests that Dylan considers fans’ expectations (Bobdylan.com). There are songs in his catalog, such as the Christmas songs, that he has understandably never played live, though many fans would love to hear him play “Must Be Santa.” Others, like “Up to Me,” recorded during the New York City Blood on the Tracks sessions, “Dirt Road Blues,” and “Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands,” have never been played live (Bobdylan.com). Equally confounding is that Dylan has included “Wiggle, Wiggle” 105 times and “Silvio” 594 times in his setlists (Bobdylan.com). Analyzing a setlist from a single performance, especially when he changed them regularly, if not nightly, a tour, or of a single song across multiple versions can reveal thematic connections, figurative language, linguistic nuance, or historical and literary allusions. There are myriad ways to interpret Dylan’s setlist selectivity and performance to understand their artistic and cultural significance.

Dylan’s setlists have evolved throughout his career, often reflecting flash points in his creative development. In the early1960s, Dylan generally played a standard set of traditional or original folk songs. After he started playing rock music, he divided his concerts into two distinct parts: a solo acoustic set and an electric set with his backing band. When Dylan returned to touring in 1974, he embarked on a lucrative stadium tour with The Band. As Clinton Heylin notes, the opening show of the tour “attempted to interleave the Band’s songs with Dylan’s own … However, the general consensus at the show’s end was that it didn’t work” (360). The realignment of the setlist and performance to a “six-song Dylan/Band set, five-song Band set, three more Dylan/Band songs, five-song Dylan acoustic set, three/four-song Dylan/Band songs, five-song Dylan acoustic set, three/four-song Band set, joint finale” was the standard line-up for the rest of the tour (Heylin 360). The realignment suggests that Dylan and The Band made necessary changes to achieve their intended goal. On the fall leg of the Rolling Thunder Tour, the carnivalesque coterie Dylan toured and performed, which allowed for an overall spontaneous feel even though Dylan essentially played the same songs. The 1979 and spring 1980 tours during the gospel period focused on religious setlists and evangelizing stage banter. By the time the fall 1980 tour kicked off, Dylan brought back secular songs interweaving them with the religious songs, suggesting Dylan had moved past the gospel period (Edwards). The 1980s showcased Dylan in performance and collaboration with peers like Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers and the Grateful Dead, each one influencing the songs and arrangements.

Fascination with Dylan’s setlists reached its fervor with the start of the Never Ending Tour, particularly before the advent of the internet. An underground network of devoted fans reported the setlists through message boards after the concerts led to speculation of what songs Dylan would play the following night or nights. Some of the songs he played during that period have only been played once or a handful of times. For example, during his November 1, 1998, concert at Madison Square Garden, Dylan included “Joey” in the set. Played only eighty-two times since its fourth of July debut in 1987, this was the only performance of it during the 1998 tour, according to Bobdylan.com. The Hartford Currant’s review noted the crowd’s explosive response to Dylan’s reference to New York City at the end of “Just Like Tom Thumb’s Blues,” a response panned by New York Times critic Ben Ratliff. The Currant’s review continues, “[f]‌ewer cheers greeted the city references in ‘Joey;’ nobody expected to hear the gangster saga he might not have played since his epic 1990 show at Toad’s Place in New Haven” (Catlin). The words “might have” in the sentence are revealing, highlighting the reviewer’s lack of access to setlists fans and scholars in the internet age have taken for granted. Between the referenced legendary four-and-a-half-hour Toad Hall performance and the November 1998 Madison Square Garden concert, Dylan played “Joey” forty-nine times, featuring it as a mainstay during the 1990 tour (Bobdylan.com).

In contrast, when Dylan played “Blind Willie McTell” on his first night at the Aerial Theater in Houston, Texas, on April 22, 2003, many who didn’t attend the show knew almost immediately because the setlist was posted online. They were dismayed because they believed they had missed their opportunity to hear the song live. The 2003 spring tour’s setlist generally maintained a core selection of new songs from Love and Theft and older fan favorites, nightly rotating other songs in and out, but “Blind Willie McTell” wasn’t part of that shifting list (Bobdylan.com). He hadn’t played it since the previous October. To date, since Dylan first performed “Blind Willie McTell” in 1997, he has only played it 226 times and very rarely on subsequent nights (Bobdylan.com). This was one of those rare occasions. Dylan played “Blind Willie McTell” on April 23, moving it up from ninth to fourth in the sixteen-song set. This change in placement and prominence may have fulfilled something Dylan thought the set needed, or it may have been in response to the “East Texas” audience’s exuberant response to the opening verse.

Since 2013, Dylan has returned to static or stable setlists, generally performing the same songs on each leg of his Never Ending Tour. While this eliminates the excitement fans and scholars experienced speculating the songs he’d play, when he would pull out a rare or obscure song, either his own or a cover, and add it to the list, the repetition presents new opportunities for interpretation and analysis. Any change in song selection, order, or lyrics signals a disruption of the expected performance. These disruptions may result from Dylan growing bored of the setlist’s monotony or realizing a song “needed” something different to express precisely what he wanted. These repeated setlists also reinforce whatever meaning fans, scholars, and critics glean from them. For example, the 2018 setlists were remarkably dark in their arrangements and selection, perhaps alluding to the cultural and social climate in the United States or Dylan’s dark mood in general. Conversely, fans welcomed Dylan opening his shows with “Things Have Changed” when he resumed touring after his Covid pandemic hiatus. Not only did the audience not need a reminder that “things had changed,” its replacement “Watching the River Flow” seemed an apt description of our collective lockdown activities: suspended in a state of inaction while events beyond our control continued to echo and resonate.

The essays in this collection explore Dylan’s setlist construction, selectivity, and performance over his six decades of live concerts. Focusing on seminal moments throughout his career, the interdisciplinary approaches to each one adds to the larger discussion of Dylan’s artistic contributions to American music, literature, and culture. From discussions of specific songs played throughout his career, to particular tours, to specific concert dates, these essays look at the many ways Dylan’s setlists reflect the times and the tensions embedded therein. Together, the essays in this collection underscore the politics and power of Dylan’s live performances across the last six decades.


1Bob Dylan, Woody Guthrie, and the Implications of the PastA Case Study

Court Carney

DOI: 10.4324/9781003310204-1

In mid-February 1961, Bob Dylan gifted Sidsel and Robert Gleason a handwritten set of lyrics on lined, yellow paper. The gift, the lyrics for a brand-new composition “Song to Woody,” underscored his appreciation of the Gleasons and their connection to his first musical idol, Woody Guthrie. At the bottom of the page, Dylan scrawled that he wrote the song “in Mills Bar on Bleeker [Street] in New York City on [the] 14th day of February for Woody Guthrie.” Happy Valentine’s Day. Embedded in this torn piece of paper sits Dylan’s origin story: his trek to the East Coast, his connection to the folk scene of New York and New Jersey, his first meeting with Woody Guthrie, and his first foray into original songwriting. Ground zero to all that would follow, “Song to Woody” proposes something much grander than an openly copped melody fused to plainspoken lyrics might at first suggest. The song represents an early entry point to Dylan’s connection to history and its various reverberations in his career.

Even though Woody Guthrie would come to define the earliest public persona of Bob Dylan, the personal interaction between the two men remains a bit of a mystery. Dylan first went to New York City in the snow-slanted January of 1961, but much of what has been written about these early New York days pits competing narratives against one another. Despite the omissions and fabrications and gaps that complicate any attempt to piece together a firm timeline of the events of January 1961, this period of searching and exploring led directly to the shaping of Dylan’s identity. The Woody-shaped pieces that came together in early 1961 illustrate a collision between the personal and the historical. Out of this dark star emerged a persona, a song, and a way to tether the past to the ever-expanding present moment. Looking at Bob Dylan’s connection to the hospital-bound songwriter through his inclusion of Guthrie songs in concert allows for a discussion of the construction and significance of setlists and the reverberating power of the past. Dylan’s insertion of Guthrie in his setlists over time—and his return to “Song to Woody” at different times in his career—illustrates that these performances offer a unique look into his relationship to history and the continued contextualization of the roots of his music. Setlists present multifaceted sources to analyse Dylan’s connections to his music, and a focused examination of “Song to Woody” provides a suitable case study of the complex weaving and layering of musical and historical meaning embedded in these performances.

Dylan’s introduction to New York City began on 24 January 1961, when he hit the town with his travelling companion, Fred Underhill. In those first few buzzy days, Dylan travelled to Howard Beach in Queens to attempt the first meeting with Woody Guthrie. Not knowing Guthrie’s condition, Dylan assumed he might be at home, where he instead met Guthrie’s children, Nora and Arlo. At that time, their father resided in Brooklyn State Hospital, and Dylan jotted down the directions on the back of a Gerde’s Folk City place card. This opening meeting between Dylan, Nora, and Arlo eventually places Dylan at the New Jersey home of Bob and Sid Gleason, and then Woody. One remarkable element of this origin story relates to the youthfulness embedded in the scene: Dylan was 19, Arlo 13, and Nora had just turned 11. Woody, prematurely aged by Huntington’s disease, was only in his late forties. Dylan writes “Song to Woody” a few weeks later from within this context of cross-country travel, New York introductions, identity origins, and youth. His first significant composition collides directly with his moment of becoming Bob Dylan, and subsequent performances of this song exist within this context. Dylan’s “Song to Woody” becomes not one song of many but the first song as it links experiencing young adulthood and meeting musical idols to that initial spark of creativity.

In No Direction Home, Martin Scorsese’s shrewdly titled 2005 documentary film on the first five years of Bob Dylan’s career, the singer’s profound idea of the past and how it connected to his adulation of Woody Guthrie offers a rich text of the importance of history, sometimes invented, sometimes authentic, to Dylan. Reflecting on his early years, Dylan noted that “I was born very far from where I’m supposed to be, and I’m on my way home, you know?” “I had no past really to speak of,” he continued, “nothing to go back to—nobody to lean on.” Much of this conversation related to his name change. “I mean,” he averred, “I just don’t feel like I had a past.” These interviews emphasize Dylan’s uneasy relationship with his personal history. He changes his name, moves around, and concocts wild tales of living in infinite series of places out west. At one point, he contends that “time, you know, kind of obliterated the past.” His discovery of Woody Guthrie offered a new way of fastening himself to a persona to navigate his relationship to an “obliterated” past as well as to a historical narrative of leaving home and, by extension, redefining the concept of home. In those first New York years, Suze Rotolo, Dylan’s girlfriend, claimed he was “channeling Woody Guthrie, finding who he was by imitating and assimilating Woody Guthrie” (No Direction Home). The Dylan–Guthrie connection represents a tight cluster of reverence, assimilation, tethering, and ultimately an existential distance. The teenaged Dylan seemed to understand the meaning embedded in Guthrie and his music—the ancient past drawn from the folk tradition but embodied in a tangible person still alive. Thus, Dylan travelled to New York in a moment of rambling reverence, of mystic pilgrimage, to call on the man who opened up new paths forward.

A degree of ambivalence and uncertainty marks this earliest composition. The song itself caroms off in a certain melancholic aimlessness. He has the map. Dylan knows, in other words, how many geographic miles separate him from his home, but in most other ways, he’s lost. The song is a moment of creation, of creating an identity, as well as a song about these ideas, too. “I felt like I had to write that song,” Dylan told Scorsese. “I did not consider myself a songwriter at all,” Dylan argued, “but I needed to write that and I needed to sing it” (No Direction Home). He tips his hat to the singers and songwriters that came before him, in the best folk tradition, but also notes that he seeks a different path. Historian Sean Wilentz posits the time-shrinking nature of this relationship in his essay “Woody Guthrie and Bob Dylan Hit Manhattan.” “It wasn’t just Dylan performing as a jukebox,” Wilentz argues, “he told his own Manhattan stories by complimenting and amalgamating them with Guthrie’s. Imaginatively, New York in 1961 merged easily enough with the New York of 1940” (Wilentz). This complex layering of histories (1961 sinking into 1940, 1940 shadowing 1961) is central to my reading of “Song to Woody” as the song bridges homage and self-creation while maintaining a sense of historical ambivalence. The atom-splitting “Song to Woody” blasts the entirety of Dylan’s early career into being by simultaneously calling out to his hero in homage, introducing himself to a folk tradition, waving farewell from a few steps ahead, picking up a mask to flesh out a new persona, locating truth and directness in the past, and demolishing the need for maps in the future. A concurrent hello and goodbye. “I really cared,” Dylan tells Scorsese, “I really wanted to portray my gratitude in some kind of way.” “But,” he concludes, “I knew that I was not gonna be going back to Greystone [to see Guthrie] anymore” (No Direction Home).1

Decades later, Dylan would mention “Song to Woody” as a significant and personal contribution to his catalogue. In a press conference in 1984, Dylan offered the song to answer the question, “What is your favorite song? If you had to sing one, what would it be?” In 1986, he responded to the question, “Bob, what’s the most important song you ever wrote?” with “Probably ‘Song to Woody.’ Song called ‘Song to Woody,’ ‘cause it was my first song” (Reddit 1). Much later, in 2018, a reporter asked Dylan if an exhibition of his lyrics inspired a sense of revisiting older material. “Song to Woody,” he replied, “I haven’t done that in ages. I think maybe that one” (Reddit 2). The depth of this song clearly resonated with Dylan and permits an entry point into the significance of the song’s placement in Dylan’s setlists throughout his career. Apart from this song, however, Dylan covered almost 30 Woody Guthrie compositions between the early 1960s and 1976, with subsequent one-offs. By looking at the performances of these Guthrie-centred songs and their positioning within his setlists, a strong case can be made as to the importance of this foundational moment and the many ways in which the vectors of history collide and reverberate across his entire career.

Between 1960 and 1976, Bob Dylan performed roughly 30 Woody Guthrie compositions. These songs ran the gamut of well-known songs that have entered the American songbook, from children’s songs to a series of tunes about sexually transmitted diseases. And these are just the songs that found their way onto tape or a remembered stage performance. This repertoire helped establish Dylan as “Woody’s Jukebox” as he fashioned a career in New York City. These songs also endeared the young folksinger to his mentor as he entertained Guthrie in his early visits. Dylan knew Guthrie’s catalogue in profound ways, and between covering Guthrie as well as performing “Song to Woody,” the young songwriter maintained a deep connection to this material. Anti-nostalgic and ever open to changing lyrics, arrangements, and sounds, Dylan eschews easy categorization, however. “Song to Woody” fits and refuses to fit within this dynamic. Unlike his more historically minded songs such as “Bob Dylan’s 115th Dream,” “With God on Our Side,” or “Blind Willie McTell,” “Song to Woody” radiates with the contemporary moment—written to a living person, however distant. Both present and, poignantly, not present, Woody signified the tensions between memory and history and how they distort and blur one another. These performances ultimately reflect various shards of the idea of history: deep dives, personal connections, revisiting the past, and connecting to one’s past.

The period between 1968 and 1975 illustrates the larger context for Dylan’s historical contemplation. Together, the Woody Guthrie tribute concert in 1968, the Isle of Wight festival in 1969, the Self Portrait sessions of 1969–1970, “When I Paint My Masterpiece” from Greatest Hits Volume Two in 1971, Dylan in 1973, Planet Waves and Before the Flood in 1974, the Basement Tapes and Blood on the Tracks in 1975, and the Rolling Thunder Revue in 1975–1976 offer provocative examples of Dylan meditating on his own past and how it connects to a more extensive history. Of course, Guthrie was not necessarily the impetus of all this introspection, but he plays into this moment of historical consciousness. But these records and performances express an ongoing excavation of the past through cover songs and lyrics seeking connections to the historic. As Dylan entered his early thirties, he seemed to pursue more significant dialogue with his influences and the primeval cords that stretched far beyond Hibbing or even the contemporary era.

Two key Guthrie-related performances by Dylan bookend this period. In January 1968, Dylan performed three Guthrie numbers as a tribute to the songwriter who had succumbed to Huntington’s disease the previous October. Organized by the Guthrie family and Harold Leventhal, Woody’s acting manager, the celebration at Carnegie Hall served as Dylan’s first public performance since his motorcycle wreck in 1966. Joined by The Band, then still known periodically as The Crackers, Dylan blasted through three Woody Guthrie numbers: “Grand Coulee Dam,” “Dear Mrs. Roosevelt,” and “I Ain’t Got No Home.” The context of Dylan’s apparent hiatus—insider news of the Basement Tapes existed only in an unsubstantiated form—meant that numerous rumours swirled of Dylan being a no-show, that he would play his own songs, or that he might sing some new compositions. Yet, archival material shows that Leventhal had been in contact with Dylan in mid- to late October, just after Guthrie’s death. Furthermore, by late November (between recording sessions for John Wesley Harding), as described in a letter between Leventhal and Albert Grossman, Dylan had already decided on a backing band and that “he was working on three of Woody’s songs.”2 Despite what the audience might have hypothesized at the time, Dylan had committed to the show months prior and had a working setlist well before January. Still, more questions surround why he chose those particular songs. In a conversation with Garth Hudson, who played organ with Dylan that evening, the musician could not recall a clear discussion regarding the selections but did note that “some songs have more pictures than others” (Hudson). In the end, Dylan eulogized Guthrie in his own particular way: with an electric band (rather than a solo acoustic guitar) and a setlist that veered to the obscure (especially a song like “Dear Mrs. Roosevelt”). Guthrie meant a lot of different things to a lot of different people, and Dylan seemed to suggest that there were many paths and roads to understanding him.

These three songs, however, relate strongly to the question of history and to making sense of the past: the images of World War II that define “Grand Coulee Dam,” for instance, or the biography of Franklin D. Roosevelt in “Dear Mrs. Roosevelt” that serves in Dylan’s voice as a eulogy to Woody as well, reveal the multiple ways this song reflects a broad reading of the past. The final song, “I Ain’t Got No Home,” relates in spirit to “Song to Woody” regarding its telescoping of the past. Woody wrote and rewrote the song between 1938 and 1940 and based the melody on a Carter Family song from 1931, which stemmed from a much older source in the 19th century. This collapsing of time and reframing of a melody with new meaning strikes at the heart of Dylan’s connection to folk music generally, and “Song to Woody” specifically. Dylan’s rewriting of Guthrie’s “1913 Massacre” thus connects him to Woody’s writing in the early 1940s about an event in 1913 fused to a melody (“To Hear the Nightingale Sing”) that dates way further back.3 The present pressed into the near past, and the near past collapsed into ancient myth—Dylan’s mode of composition always betrays a much more complex notion of “the tradition.” On the surface, Dylan eulogized his mentor, his “last idol,” with a vital performance of songs that held specific importance. On a deeper level, however, Dylan curated a time-bent set of songs that crisscrossed chronology to form a discourse on the implications of the past on the present.

Seven years later (the same calendar distance as between his entrance to New York City and the Guthrie tribute), Dylan embarked on the Rolling Thunder Revue. This tour (which spanned October 1975 through May 1976) featured a refreshed take on older material with a rotating cast of performers filtering through the various dates. On the second night of the tour, in Plymouth, Massachusetts, on 31 October, Dylan closed the show with “This Land Is Your Land.” Much of the tour’s first leg followed this show-closing tradition, and Dylan and the revue performed the song 29 times. Dylan dropped the song for the second leg but brought “Deportee (Plane Wreck at Los Gatos)” into the rotation as a duet with Joan Baez. The coda of “This Land Is Your Land” fits the collaborative and communal mood of the tour, but “Deportee” returns to the agitated resistance of Guthrie to dominant historical narratives, privileging a personal connection to the past over the erasures of the official registers. Guthrie wrote “Deportees” as a poem in response to a newspaper article on a plane crash in 1948 that killed Mexican labourers (unnamed by the national press at the time). In addition, the tour featured one other song that reverberated across the various connectors to Woody.

In 1967, two weeks following Woody Guthrie’s death on 3 October—and probably within the timeframe of his communication with Harold Leventhal—Dylan boarded a train to Nashville to begin work on his follow-up to Blonde on Blonde. Dylan wrote at least two songs on the train to Tennessee, including most likely “I Dreamed I Saw St. Augustine,” which he recorded in a session on 17 October. Based on Guthrie’s “Ludlow Massacre,” another historical Woody song based on actual events, this time a labour conflict in 1914, Dylan’s song also references “The Ballad of Joe Hill.”4 Ultimately, the song begins and ends with Woody. The last line echoes both Joe Hill and the final line of Woody’s “Ludlow Massacre”: “I said God bless the Mineworkers’ Union, and then I hung my head and cried.” Dylan only sporadically included “I Dreamed I Saw St. Augustine” live, but the relatively few performances (he has played it 37 times since 1969) allow for some interesting points of analysis. After introducing it at the Isle of Wight (along with fellow John Wesley Harding cuts “I Pity the Poor Immigrant” and “I’ll Be Your Baby Tonight”), the song became a mainstay throughout the Rolling Thunder Revue shows, reimagined as a duet with Joan Baez. He played it 17 times on that tour, and looking at setlist orders offers an intriguing link. Throughout the Rolling Thunder Revue, he paired “St. Augustine” with “Never Let Me Go”—a song written by Joseph Scott and made famous by Johnny Ace in 1954. The interconnections of these two songs—the tragic life of Johnny Ace prematurely cut short, the martyrdom of St. Augustine/Woody Guthrie, and the juxtaposition of the folk tradition and the blues ballad—point to a complex interpretive web of songs that looked backward to make sense of the past as well as the present.

The Rolling Thunder Revue notwithstanding, the song that provides the best insight into this connection between Dylan’s wrenching significance out of the past in various mutable ways brings us back to the beginning: “Song to Woody.” The live performance history of this composition offers a curious parallel to the Woody material played by Dylan in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In contrast, Dylan performed the song only a handful of times in 1961 and 1962. The open-hearted song perhaps struck too emotional a chord for Dylan as he turned to more enigmatic songs—substituting emotional expression with a cagier, if still a profoundly resonant, form of song poetry. Dylan’s “Boots of Spanish Leather,” for example, or “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,” had to come through the door opened by “Song to Woody,” but those newer songs might not have set well with the earlier composition. At any rate, Dylan did not perform “Song to Woody” regularly for almost a quarter century. One exception, however, came when Dylan reunited with The Band for a concert tour in 1974. On two January dates, Dylan brought out “Song to Woody:” in Chicago and again a few days later in Philadelphia. With robust and expressive singing, Dylan brought a renewed verve to the song. Paired with other important early touchstones such as “The Times They Are A-Changin’” and “Mr. Tambourine Man,” Dylan seemed to situate the song back into its principal place within his collection of compositions. Dylan would not return to the song again until 1986, when he played it in Reno, Nevada, and Costa Mesa, California, that June during the True Confessions Tour with Tom Petty and The Heartbreakers. With an acoustic guitar and harmonica, these two performances feature engaged singing and playing—returning to the poignant heart of the song and its creative context. Two years later, “Song to Woody” slid into a full rotation for what would eventually be called the Never Ending Tour. Between 1988 and 1991, Dylan performed the song 18 times, each in a solo acoustic iteration. In 1992, Dylan included the song as part of his solo set at the 30th anniversary concert celebration. An obvious addition to the proceedings, the piece ultimately was cut from the broadcast, perhaps due to the quality of the singing. After finding the song’s sentiment on stage in the preceding years, Dylan’s performance here falls a bit short vocally.

Despite this misstep, the high point for “Song to Woody” emerged in the late 1990s and early 2000s as Dylan included it 30 times from Augusta, Maine, in November of 1999, until its final (to date) concert appearance in Newcastle, England, in May 2002. Several different elements differentiate these performances from previous tours. For one, the song receives a full-band treatment, which provides a consistent pulse not seen before these shows. Secondly, the song routinely occupied the second slot of the setlist, appearing just after an opening cover song. The piece thus served as a bridge between a cover song and a Dylan selection (most notably “It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only Bleeding)” and “Desolation Row”). This juxtaposition between old and familiar underscores the powerful vectors encoded in “Song to Woody.” In its first six appearances on the tour, the song came between “I Am the Man, Thomas” (four times) or “Somebody Touched Me” (twice) and “It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only Bleeding).” Later concerts would bring in different openers—Dylan gravitated towards “Duncan and Brady” and “Roving Gambler” in the early 2000s—but this combination of bluegrass or country-gospel openers leading into “Song to Woody” before diving into “It’s Alright, Ma” or “Desolation Row” provides a fascinating example of Dylan crafting symbiotic relationships within his setlists. A blurry dialogue between past and present, Dylan’s concerts during this period speak to the power and significance of “Song to Woody” as it brings back the focus to the initial moment of inspiration back in 1961 as well as pushes forward the forever conversation of identity and creativity within Dylan’s body of work. As central as self-fashioning and identity-making is to the larger narrative of Dylan’s career, this song (and these performances) illustrates the importance of history at the core of Dylan’s art. In these shows, Dylan tends to be saying: here is the past, here is my past, here is an opening, here is the entry point, here is a way into understanding the past, here is a slanted and personal and signifying look at history, here is a tethering of the ambiguities and tensions of the past and the present.

Forever rambling, forever away from his home, forever seeking something else down the road, Bob Dylan has routinely returned to Woody Guthrie to telegraph his own past and how it connects to a larger, more mysterious narrative of belonging and creativity. By engaging in Guthrie’s work, so often linked to Woody’s own interest in the past, Dylan combines the personal with the historical to access one’s place within the tableau of the past and make sense of the present. This connection works musically (folk melodies skipping back centuries to hidden traditions), lyrically (Dylan singing Guthrie’s words about past events real and invented), and in terms of performative moments on stage (when he chooses to bring Guthrie’s music to the setlist and when he chooses to bring his Guthrie to the setlist). These inclusions (and omissions) provide touchstones to Dylan’s past and his connection to the past. These setlist insertions also bring the audience into the conversation as they react to the opening words of “Song to Woody” or sing along to “This Land Is Your Land.” A complex knot of the past colliding into the present, Bob Dylan’s use of Woody Guthrie highlights the way history infiltrates music, how music interacts with the past, and how a study of setlists can bring all these pieces together in a conversation that ricochets forward and backward across time to get at the ever-evolving meaning of the past.

1“Dylan honors his predecessors,” one writer reports, “but he also refuses to be bound by them” (“Ranking Bob Dylan Songs, #39: Song to Woody”).
2Letter, Harold Leventhal to Bob Dylan, 30 October 1967. Harold Leventhal Collection, Woody Guthrie Archives (hereafter WGA), Tulsa, Oklahoma, Folder 116; Letter, Harold Leventhal to Albert Grossman, 6 December 1967. Harold Leventhal Collection, WGA, Folder 116. See also Court Carney, “‘With Electric Breath’: Bob Dylan and the Reimagining of Woody Guthrie (January 1968),” Woody Guthrie Annual 4: 22–39.
3See Daniel Wolff, Grown-Up Anger: The Connected Mysteries of Bob Dylan, Woody Guthrie, and the Calumet Massacre of 1913 (New York: Harper, 2017).
4Joan Baez would incorporate this song into her own setlists in the 1970s, including the 1975 leg of the Rolling Thunder  Revue.
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2“Might as Well Just Stay Up Here”Bob Dylan’s Pivotal Performance at Montreal’s Finjan Club in 1962

Simon McAslan

DOI: 10.4324/9781003310204-2

Bob Dylan graced Montreal with his live debut of “Blind Willie McTell” in 1997 and particularly stunning Rolling Thunder Revue performances in 1975. As a notable locus for Dylan, Montreal also lays claim to his first concerts outside the United States, at The Potpourri on 28 June–1 July and the Finjan Coffee House on 2 July 1962. The Potpourri was central to Dylan’s visit, in the quantity of shows as well as its location, downtown on Stanley Street, whereas the Finjan Coffee House (commonly called the Finjan Club) was a far-flung three-and-a-half miles away on Victoria Avenue.1 Although the four Potpourri performances were not recorded, the single Finjan concert was. The tape reveals that this concert is crucial to the development of the persona “Bob Dylan,” in not only Dylan’s song choices but also his playing of those songs—and his audience—in a city and country not his own.

Despite the show’s significance, commentary on it has been limited. In Chronicles, Dylan refers only obliquely to this Montreal visit, mentioning Terri Thal, Dave Van Ronk’s wife, booking gigs:


She did manage to come up with a few things in places like Elizabeth, New Jersey, and Hartford—once at a folk club in Pittsburgh, another in Montreal.



(263–264)

Beyond this vague reference, Dylan has never acknowledged the Finjan Club concert. Critical discussion is scant too. Paul Williams allows the Finjan just over one paragraph in Bob Dylan: Performing Artist, 1960–1973, while Ian Woodward’s important article “Dylan in Montreal in 1962” focuses on historical context but not the performances themselves. Clinton Heylin’s The Double Life of Bob Dylan, “the definitive biography” (dust jacket), says that “Dylan played five nights in Montreal” (133) but neglects mentioning the Finjan Club, instead recounting an anecdotal drunken Potpourri performance (196). While Woodward says “it is quite likely that Dylan used his free time in Montreal to write” (“Dylan” 146), Heylin is silent on the matter. The conventional narrative of Dylan’s career views the Finjan Club as barely more than a footnote, whereas his Gerdes Folk City, Gaslight Café, and Carnegie Hall performances in the same period garner considerably more attention, owing to the frequency of his performances there, of course, and the role of these venues in the mid-century folk revival.

Flanking this 1962 Montreal event, however, the New York City shows of Gerdes in the spring and Carnegie Hall in the fall underscore the importance of the Finjan concert in Dylan’s artistic development. Both the 1962 Gerdes spring performance and the Finjan summer show “are valuable windows on Dylan’s progress from prodigy to artist” (Williams 49). Further, the Finjan show could have freed Dylan artistically from the confines of Greenwich Village and the United States. After arriving in the Village in January 1961, he tirelessly worked the small venues, “nameless and miserable, low-level basket houses or small coffeehouses where the performer passed the hat” (Chronicles 16), before moving up to the Gaslight and then getting steady work at Gerdes. His road was rocky, though, despite Robert Shelton’s glowing review of Dylan’s September 1961 Gerdes performance. Before this review,


Dylan had been safely buffered … He had been secure with his friends and fans at [Gerdes] Folk City. But now that he was becoming bigger, he had to play different venues. [His Carnegie Chapter Hall] concert was poorly attended, and showed Dylan that he was not the star that Greenwich Village led him to believe he was.



(Woliver 81)

By 1962, although Dylan’s popularity increased, Greenwich Village remained his centre. Joan Baez says, “We had good times at Gerdes. I just loved being in the Village and that was Bobby’s home turf” (Woliver 90). Against the safe insularity of Greenwich Village of New York—and of the United States—Dylan’s short tour in Montreal, Quebec, was a necessary push into the unknown.

Unlike the Finjan show, the Potpourri appearances went unrecorded, their setlists a mystery except to the audiences present. Documenting the first Potpourri show, Brady J. Leyser and Olof Bjørner say, “the set list is incomplete and the exact order the songs were played is unknown” and identify “Freight Train Blues” and “Baby, Let Me Follow You Down” as being in the set (3). They reprint Dane Lanken’s 1974 Gazette article quoting Bob Presner on Dylan playing the former song and Anna McGarrigle remembering Dylan’s enthusiastic response to her request for the latter, which she says he played to an audience of “only four people” (Leyser and Bjørner 5). However, conjecture based on anecdote is no substitute for empirical evidence of an extant recording to confirm a show’s setlist.

Happily, the tape of the Montreal Finjan Coffee House concert on 2 July 1962 documents the song titles and the performances.2 Montreal folksinger Jack Nissenson’s recording, made through either serendipity or percipience, is noted for its acoustic quality. Nissenson “went to see Dylan at both coffee houses” (Lanken 4) but taped only the Finjan show. The venue’s sound is as important as Dylan and his songs: shunting chairs, closing doors, clapping hands, laughing. His banter shows his developing wit and stage presence as he plays to, with, and against the audience. As the crowd thins out, he plays to a diminishing but increasingly intimate house.

This show is a pivotal moment in Dylan’s artistic development. In a 1996 interview, the Finjan’s owner Shimon Ash says:


I didn’t know I was in the presence of a genius. I remember he said to me, “I don’t want to do coffee-houses any more. I just want to do concerts.” I said to myself, “Yeah, fat chance, buddy.” … He wasn’t a good draw. Twenty-five to 30 people were there.



(Vachon 13)

Whether or not Ash’s memory of a decades-old event is accurate, Dylan did quickly realize his desire to “do concerts”: back in New York the next week, he recorded tracks for The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, before performing two private concerts in August and September and playing Carnegie Hall on 22 September 1962. The Finjan show becomes an important stepping stone in Dylan’s ascent.

It is also a testing ground. In Dylan’s early concerts, his engagement with audiences through songs, patter, and stage business was essential. In Chronicles, he writes that he saw his early gigs as rehearsals: “I wanted to play for anybody. I could never sit in a room and just play all by myself. I needed to play for people and all the time. You can say I practiced in public and my whole life was becoming what I practiced” (16). At the Finjan, he hones his craft in public: introducing new material, perfecting techniques, and testing the limitations of himself and his audience. Bob Dylan is, in effect, practicing to become “Bob Dylan.”

The recording captures a relaxed young Dylan choosing how he represents himself to an audience as foreign to him as he was to them. At first, the jewel of these eleven songs seems to be the second-ever recorded live stage performance of “Blowin’ in the Wind.” However, more striking are seven songs never sung in a live public stage concert before or since: “The Death of Emmett Till,” “Hiram Hubbard,” “Quit Your Lowdown Ways,” “Let Me Die in My Footsteps,” “Two Trains Running” (“Still a Fool”), “Ramblin’ on My Mind,” and “Muleskinner Blues (Blue Yodel #8)”. The stage-debuted songs “Stealin’, Stealin’” and “Rocks and Gravel” have had only one subsequent performance each. Of the songs performed for the second time, only “Blowin’ in the Wind” has been played again on stage. Not distinguishing his songs from others, Dylan presents himself as more performer than songwriter.


“The Death of Emmett Till”

The tape begins with Dylan’s “The Death of Emmett Till,” the song’s only known public staged performance. After some false starts, Dylan launches into this unrelenting condemnation of racism in America. Performing in Canada the final lines, “If all us folks that thinks alike could give all we could give/ We’d make this great land of ours a greater place to live,” problematizes this nation’s relationship to race crimes. Certainly no strangers to systemic racism and racially motivated murders, Canadians are also enjoined to “make this great land of ours a greater place to live,” no matter whose land. The evening’s tenor is established: Dylan’s words transcend borders.

A smattering of applause follows this song. Dylan asks someone, “Can I hear some of these here back, after?” This question is the first indication of his awareness of the recording and his desire to be his own audience afterwards.


“Stealin’, Stealin’”

After the word-heavy polemic solemnity of “Emmett Till,” the light-hearted rendition of “Stealin’, Stealin’” highlights Dylan’s vocalizing and prodigious harmonica skills. He says, “This is one of the earliest songs I remember, ever.” The performance seems to be based on The Memphis Jug Band’s 1929 recording. While their version features harmonica and kazoo among other instruments, Dylan’s vigorous harmonica playing compensates for any kazoolessness. He hurtles along recklessly, almost breathlessly, sometimes stumbling in his enthusiasm, the performance a stark contrast to that of “The Death of Emmett Till.”


“Hiram Hubbard”

The applause ending, Dylan says, “Do you wanna sing one? … Sing somethin’.” He blows his harmonica; a woman laughs. The tape cuts to him caught mid-sentence saying, “a grave down in Danville, Virginia. Name’s Hiram Hubbard.” He finds the right harmonica and drawls, “Anyhow, this is a story about Hiram Hubbard; he was hanged, I guess.” He strums his guitar, saying, “You just gonna let this thing run? Okay.”

This commentary between songs again demonstrates Dylan’s recognition of being recorded. His question about the running tape might relate to the recording having just been stopped and started again.3 Knowing that the ever-rolling tape was chronicling not only his songs but also his stage business might have changed his performance, or at least moved its target from the known physical people in the room to the unknown phantoms of hypothetical ears listening to the recording later, or even to Dylan’s own future ears hearing “some of these here back, after.” The concert then becomes part public performance, part semi-private intimate song sharing, and part recording session. The tape as (supplemental) audience member is central to whichever manifestation the concert takes. After this introduction, Dylan riffs briefly on his harmonica and begins “Hiram Hubbard.”

He plays a little-known variant, “one of several extremely obscure songs that Dylan was performing around this period … that were simply never popularized or widely collected” (Barker 139–140). The Roud Folksong Index at the Vaughn Williams Memorial Library cites fifteen variants (“Hiram Hubbard”), including the most popular one recorded by Jean Ritchie (Ritchie 77). Dylan’s version hints at but does not follow Ritchie’s; in particular, the repetition of the refrain stressing that “Hiram Hubbard was not guilty” distinguishes it from hers. The lyrics elsewhere in the song contradicting Dylan’s summary of Hiram Hubbard’s fate as “He was hanged, I guess” suggest either his ignorance of the song’s content or a knowing misrepresentation: “they strapped him to a tree / It was there that they killed him / With rifle bullets three” (“Hiram Hubbard”). Dylan’s insouciant “I guess” seems, on the one hand, to trivialize Hubbard’s fate and, on the other, to contribute to the persona he had been developing since his arrival in Greenwich Village: the honest Woody Guthrie-styled straight-talking rail-riding orphan. Dylan’s nonchalant comment sidesteps the song’s core, Hubbard’s inculpability; the refrain insists not only that he “wasn’t guilty” but that “he was not in this county,” being “forty miles away” (“Hiram Hubbard”). However, Dylan’s statement may underscore that being strapped to a tree and summarily shot is fundamentally no different from being hanged. Ritchie’s version saves until the end of the song these lines about Hiram Hubbard’s being guiltless; Dylan begins the song with them and repeats them as a refrain. Although “Hiram Hubbard” does not recount a racist hate crime as does Dylan’s “Death of Emmett Till,” both songs describe vigilante thugs torturing and killing a guilt-free protagonist. Playing this relatively little-known song is one of several gestures in the Finjan concert that establishes him as a serious folksinger.


“Blowin’ in the Wind”

Not commenting after “Hiram Hubbard” is over, Dylan tunes his guitar and coughs.

He introduces the next song, saying, “There’s, uh, there’s one.
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