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THEAGE OF ROCK& B 0B pYLA

Sights and Sounds of the
AmericanCultural Revolution

INTERVIEW

This interview took place in late summer of 1965 in the office of
Dylan’s manager Albert Grossman. Dylan had just been booed in the
historic Forest Hills concert where he abandoned folk purity to the
use of electric accompaniment. He was wearing a red-and-navy op-art
shirt, a navy blazer and pointy high-heeled boots. His face, so sharp
and harsh when translated through the media, was then infinitely soft
and delicate. His hair was not bushy or electric or Afro; it was fine-
spun soft froth like the foam of a wave. He looked like an underfed
angel with a nose from the land of the Chosen People.

troducer! de
U andr

ON THE ROAD e i (B J | Some American folk singers—Carolyn Hester, for example—say that

. {
N '74 iy i what you're now doing, the new sound, “folk rock,” is liberating them.

i
r

Did Carolyn say that? You tell her she can come around and sce
me any time now that she’s liberated.

d

prezentar
alexan

Does labeling, using the term “folk rock,” tend to obscure what's
happening?

Yes.

It's like “pop gospel.” What does the term mean to you?

$2'9/5 Fa Yeah, classical gospel could be the next trend. There’s country
- rock, rockabilly. What does it mean to me? Folk rock. I've never
even said that word. It has a hard gutter sound. Circussy atmo-
sphere. It's nose-thumbing, Sounds like you're looking down on
whatis . . . fantastic, great music,




BOB DYLAN'S GREATEST
HITS, VOLUME I

Bob Dylan
(Columbia KG 31120)

As with everything else in
life, there are two ways 10 look
at it. Undoubtedly, somebody
up at Columbia thought that
Bob Dylan’s Greatest Hits, Vol-
ume 11 ought to be in there
competing with Bangla Desh
for the Christmas dollar, and
thus the set, complete with beau-
tiful Bangla Desh color cover,
was rush-released into the
stores. Dylan, bless him, wasp’t
so calculating, and took pains
to include his own Christmas
gift: five “new” songs—or, more
accurately, five songs made
somewhat famous by other ar-
tists but never before recorded
by him—not found on older
albums.

Now the Greatest Hits con-
cept is neither unique nor a
crime, and the release of five
“new” songs by one of the most
important artists of our time
can only be an occasion at
which to rejoice, or so it would
seem. Why then, upon regeated
listenings and much considera-
tion, does the idea seem more
bad than good? What is it that
finally disappoints about these
two fine records? I'm not at all
sure 1 know, but perhaps some

form of sympathetic critical

schizophrenia—the pro 'and the
con—might be illuminating.
Opim‘on' 1: One ought to‘be
humble in the face of genius,
and surely you don’t deny that
Dylan is a genius? Just what
is it that bothers you about
Greatest Hits, Volume 117

Opinion 2: 1 am humble, and
that’s what makes it so difficult.
Sometimes late at night after
listening to these two LPs, 1
become bold enough to cha.nge
that is to was. I don’t believe
there’s anything about GH, Vol.
II that warrants a think piece—
the time is just not right for it:
let’s wait for the new album—
but its very existence and the
juxtaposition of pre- and po§t-
John Wesley Harding material
almost forces one to reach con-
clusions one doesn’t want t0
reach.

O 1: Just hold on therel
You're not going to deny that
Dylan is a genius, are you?

O 2: Probably not, but—

O 1: 1 would hope not. Tak

ing the long view, wouldn't it

be both fairer and more correct:

to say that the early songs are

different from rather than bel

ter than the songs from Nas(h
ville Skyline, Self-Portrait, and
New Morning? 1 can rememod
you liking all of those records. 3

O 2 (after a long pause): N‘
it wouldn’t be more correct. J
the main, the post-John Wesl /

42

E

- N0 doubt whatsoever which is
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Harding songs are definitely dif-
ferent from the later songs, the
major difference being they’re
not as good. One of the reasons
I don’t like these LPs is that
they force me to admit that.

O 1: But can’t you realize
that GH, Vol. II isn’t a package
designed for the Dylan aficio-
nado? It’s not meant to be crit-
ically definitive. It’s a gift set,
damn it, and that fact makes
your conclusions way out of
line, What if they had picked
“Day of the Locusts” instead of
“If Not for You” from New
Morning? And “All the Tired
Horses,” “I Forgot More Than
You'll Ever Know,” and “Cop-
per Kettle” from Self-Portrait?

O 2: My conclusions would be
the same, but GH, Vol II
would be a better set. We're be-
laboring the same point. You’re
saying it’s not fair for me to
judge an artist’s career by the
criterion of a random collection,
and I'm saying that I agree, but
the criterion was more or less
rammed down my throat. Dylan
turns out to be a creature of
contexts after all, and too many

Dylan was once the champ. On
Bob Dylan, The Freewheelin’
Bob Dylan, and The Times
They Are A-Changin’, he
knocked out Woody Guthrie,
Pete Seeger, the New Lost City
Ramblers, et al. Another Side
of Bob Dylan was a moving
and brilliant transitional album,
perhaps the most personal work
he’s ever done. He managed at
least a draw of a TKO over the
Beatles and the Stones with
Bringing It All Back Home,
Highway 61 Revisited, and
Blonde on Blonde. John Wesley
Harding was another fine transi-
tional LP, Since then he’s been
floored on both Nashville Sky-
line and Self-Portrait by Johnny
Cash, Hank Williams, the Ever-
ly Brothers, Jerry Lee Lewis,
and some others. New Morning
seems to me only a so-so come-
back. The sad fact is that
almost anybody could have
written “Lay Lady Lay,” “To-
night I'll Be Staying Here With
You,” “If Not for You,” and
most of the songs on their re-
spective records. He seems to
have lost his individuality, his
of these songs sound weak and ambition. It’s not that he’s made
out of place in pastures for foolish moves, but no moves at
which they were not designed. all,
“Lay Lady Lay” sounds almost
Iudicrous next to “Don’t Think
Twice, It’s All Right.” There’s

O I: But you once wrote, in
these’ very pages: “Nashville
Skyline achieves the artistically
impossible: a deep, humane,
and interesting statement about
being happy.” It could well be
what Dylan thinks it is, his best
album,

O 2: Like Bogart in Casa-

the better song.

0 1: Well—

0 2: Look, I'm being deliber-
ately negative: that’s my side of
the fence here, I'm saying that
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ANY OLD WAY YOU CHOOSE IT

FOUR PIECES ABOUT BOB DYLAN
1. OBvIiOUs BELIEVERS

I think people are missing the point of Nashville Skyline,
which is as it should be, since they were probably supposed
to. The beauty of the album is that it is totally undemand-
ing. In the past, it was always possible to enjoy Dylan
without understanding him; I don’t think he would have
achieved his postfolk popularity otherwise. Even if you
found his metaphors opaque and his situations sur-surreall,
you could dig him—Dylan-himself in the most showbiz
that-man-himself sense, Dylan the presentation—for,
comprehensible or not, Bob Superstar was always lurkir}g
in the inflections of that endless wit as well as out front in
the persona shifts that have always defined his career.
It was fun to wrestle with him. But you never held him
for the count of three. Granting the two obvious excep-
tions—Down Along the Cove” and “I'll Be Your Baby
Tonight”"—even the songs on that great blow for sim-
plicity (and it was, it was), John Wesley Harding, were
as gnomic as any of his previous work—less action-pgcked,
less grandiloquent, but finally elusive. Only the kind of
know-nothing know-it-alls that Dylan seems to attract by
the thousands could ever believe they had pinned that
album down.

But as everyone knows, this record is different. The
songs are so one-dimensional that they seem contrived, as
if daring A. J. Weberman to search out the secret syrpbohc
meaning. Unfortunately, even though Dylan is in t90
genial a mood to actually be daring anybody, the know-it-
alls can be expected to take him up on it. This time they
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will be ignored, which is good, because stupidity should
always be ignored, but also bad, because there is still some
trickery going on, and I get the feeling nobody wants to
know about it

As usual, it has to do with image. For the past four
years, since the traumatic turn to rock, Dylan has been
as private a celebrity as J. D. Salinger. In the beginning
he was shy, perhaps wary of his own fame, but at the same
time a funny and engaging, hence beloved, performer.
After Newport, 1965, however, he stopped doing his half.
Public appearances became rare, and because he was in
demand as a profile subject, his distaste for reporters
became notorious, Even before the accident he was diffi-
cult to reach; afterward he became an unequivocal recluse.
But although none of his fans were sure he would ever
be heard from again, they continued and in fact intensified
the one-sided affair. Then, after two and a half years, the
ice began to crack. ; .

The last songs on John Wesley Harding presaged a new
Dylan, and at the Woody Guthrie memorial in Carnegie
Hall we got a glimpse of him—bearded, smiling, neigh-
borly, one-upping everyone with lively electric versions
of Guthrie songs but doing it in a really nice way. Music
from Big Pink, with its new songs, was another message of
love, and they kept coming. Before John Wesley Harding
even Dylan anecdotes were precious, but now they became
more common, and what’s more, credible—Dylan at the
Woodstock P.T.A., Dylan offering the Everly Brothers
a song at the Bitter End. He began to grant somewhat
impersonal interviews—one to Hubert Saal, of Newsweek,
a long one to some friends at Sing Out/ And while the
recording sessions for John Wesley Harding had been top
secret, the music press offered a virtual play-by-play on
Nashville Skyline. We heard of television appearances with
Johnny Cash and a projected tour. After all the Cash
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THE SOUND OF THE CITY

?lfée:gfrllyé a?tgepﬁ% tradition of folk music. But in 1964
: of British rhythm and blues showed i
excitement and success th it ¢ il
L S that could be had if the blues were
lgg;)n;exét was another problem for the purists. During
e omrovers_y developed over the use of the folk
o :1 as a vehicle for self-expression by one of the
comegm Zlngers, Bob Dylan. His searing indictments of
“coumrp ;Sry s,?met.y were generally admired, and his nasal
authemi}::- bues voice was suitably uncompromising and
2 bi’tte?r:ehehalcsio sar;]g hard-edged love songs, whose
at ss had neither evident con i :
tradition nor any a ial i B
‘ pparent social implications—and
gilcto:;iﬁrﬁg tt(;l:ofrglek, cm:jlfj not be considered true folk mussig’
3 _ audience seethed, a wid i ith
little interest in folk i ’ el
. oS music as such, began to buy hi 2
:ﬁglillll);tﬁ;esnfg gn_d.c;]therwise. Although his mlz/sitlslalc‘ll:ef:l’
t ' 1S ritish rock and roll, his son
;ntensuy, vividness, conviction, and integrity thatg:ohfzg hthg
sc;pted most of the British compositions. ;
twoeofg,e rl;aug, and Mary, (who, with Joan Baez and one or
il ca’ rol/(e out of the coffee-house circuit into the
S gfwuisn:l"?//tglp fvcilljt}:j albums market) recorded
s “Blo n the Wind” in 1963 and had
lt:r?'shl;o‘:lgtsh (l:to—l;z‘ijn exalTple of the wide response tha;t1 It)(;f
evoke. But—making the song i
Eglentzj ttlil;ei-palr]t ‘harmonfy sing-along piece—the g%'oi:;)tooba
arsh intent of the author, whose ow i ¢
‘ X nve
gljbsgr;gaip(péal{ed l()m his second album, The Freevlt‘zs}lz:::li(r)zE
) olumbia). The album had moderat
e sal
fg;ﬁatolfm[;z;%t on t}?ose who heard it during the sumnileerS :r::;
L 13 With wit and arrogance, innocence and
i Ameyriir;n:g:zed gntl;ems for politically conscious
uth, reasingly involved in civil ri
British people en i i B e
gaged in anti i
- e nuclear defense Campaigns
im;)zzasngnz;lly mdu_lging in trivial games with words and
writig > hy an retained an extremely high standard of
4 :tg t rpugh 1964, still using the harmonica and
det;— n:;:ne%uitar aggompaniments €xpected of him. As if
! 0 avoid the pretty effects of Joan Baez. i
i : aez,
;;;ne §tlll rlrlxore w1de.1y known than he, Dylan contingédthtlg
g In a harsh, strident, tuneless voice, insisting that the
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words be listened to but rarely offering easy pleasure in the
experience.

Like the British groups, Dylan had to look for his style.
His home state of Minnesota offered no thriving musical
culture. Bobby Vee, from the same state, copied Buddy
Holly, but Dylan, who also like Holly and who played
piano on tour with Vee for a while, adopted a style that
drew rather from both Woody Guthrie and Lightnin’
Hopkins. Dylan’s style was always immediately recogniz-
able, but it never sounded as if it had much connection to
himself. Like Mick Jagger’s, it was a style that disguised
the identity of the person who sang and was assumed for a
particular purpose, to create an effect.

The first rock ’n’ roll singers had as nearly as possible
been themselves when they sang and played. Dylan and
Jagger represented the new breed, who were after similar
musical and emotional effects but played roles to get them.
For the next few years, 1965-66, they produced some out-
standing music, as most of the important singers borrowed
what suited them from the styles and ideas of others, and
as a few newer singers followed up with styles that drew

from all of them, old and new. .

I

The new rock and roll offered either an aggressive answer
to harsh experience or a blissful escape from it. The sounds
from radios confronted those of the streets outside, or
ignored them. Dylan and the Beatles were able to offer
either response with sometimes facile ease, but most of the
other groups and singers usually chose one. In Britain the
Rolling Stones, the Animals, the Who, and the Jimi Hendrix
Experience harnessed noise, anger, and aggression to make
shuddering sounds louder than anything heard recently.
Other groups, mainly from California and Manhattan, es-
tablished softer, more reflective moods.

In 1965, Dylan startled his folk audience by picking up
an electric guitar and dropping his political songs from his
repertoire, and arriving at folk festivals with a band whose
members were discovered to be the former accompanists
for rock ’n’ roll singer Ronnie Hawkins. Dylan’s records
started showing influences of Chuck Berry which were as
strong as the influences shown in previous records by the




JONES

author 0

SLUC\ r EOPL

306 BLACK MUSIC

realization he has to steal from niggers. They take from us
all the way up the line. Finally, what is the difference be-
tween Beatles, Stones, etc., and Minstrelsey. Minstrels never
convinced anybody they were Black either.

The more adventurous bohemian white groups sing songs
with lyric content into where white bohemian poets moved
long ago, as say the so-called psychedelic tunes, which may
talk about drugs (LSD, Psylocibin, etc.) experience, and
may be also shaped by so-called RagaRock (Indian-influ-
enced) or Folk-Rock (i.e., Rock songs with more socially
conscious content). Bob Dylan, Fugs, Blues Project, Moth-
ers, etc. But in awe of the poetic-psychedelic and LSD, the
chemical saviour of grays. They hope to evolve (as the rest
of us) “thru chemistry,” which sounds like Dupont. The
“widening of the consciousness” type action into a higher
sense of existent life, and thereafter, maybe stop stealing and
killing, etc., etc., etc.

The Black tip for them is a super-live life thing as well. To
“Get more than we got” kind of thing. The music . . . lyrics,
with instructions to “tune in, turn on, drop out” and sound
an Electronic Indian Raga . . . as a meditative eclipse of
present reality, a yoga saddhu pop. But in play will still drop
out of their society like new Beat thing. Out of it! Yeh. But
what to do about what ain’t out of it. Like there are people
dying, etc. Bullshit.

But the content of some anti-Viet anti-Bad stuff is a gen-
eralizing in passionate luxurious ego demonstration to be
good anyway though they exists as super-feelers of their evil
cement head brothers, and as flexible copout, to be anything,
finally, anything but what they patently are. That is, Fugs,
Freaks, Mothers, Dylan, etc. Yet it still bees white kids play-
ing around. Dylan’s “Blowin in the Wind,” which is abstract
and luxury playing around stuff with him, is immediately
transformed when Stevie Wonder sings it because it be-
comes about something that is actual in the world and is

== [SPESITes
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substantiated by the life of the man singing it. That is, with
Dylan it seems just an idea. A sentiment. But with Wonder
(dig the name! and his life-style and singing is, of course,
more emotional, too) you dig that it is life meant. In life.

The “new content” of white pop was protest, and with
that “widening consciousness” as opposed to jes’ love. But it
is just this Jove that the white pop cannot sing about because
it is not only sweet, stupid, maudlin, but now, frankly can-
not be believed. Nobody can be made to believe they could
love anybody. So the move.

The superficial advance. The liberal cool protest. Viet.
Oh. Viet-Rock. Yeh. LBJ ain’t no good. Yeh. But what,
what? will happen §§$$8$ . . . stealin’ all from the niggers
and they bees starvin’ all the time. While crooks is good and
hates war, for dough. (Wins either way!)

But the “protest” is not new. Black people’s songs have
carried the fire and struggle of their lives since they first
opened their mouths in this part of the world. They have
always wanted a better day. During the socially-conscious
thirties, after the city and the social sophistication of white
protest movements was acquired, so-called Folk Music was
the most ubiquitous Black or near-Black music in the Amer-
ican mainstream. This is the reason “Folk” has been associ-
ated with protest. White people saddled that horse with
trade unionism, IWW, Spanish Civil War, in the same way
the folk-rockers, etc. do today.

Black religious music has always had an element of pro-
test in it. In the so-called “invisible institution,” or pre-
church worship of the Black slaves, the songs were about
freedom, though most times couched in the metaphorical
language of the Bible, substituting Jews, etc. for themselves,
to escape massa’s understanding.

But with secular music, integration (meaning the harness-
ing of Black erfergy for dollars by white folks, in this case in
the music bizness) spilled the content open to a generaliz-
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new solo ballad vein like the members of the Taylor
family, Rod Stewart, Cat Stevens, Carole King, or Elton
John; and all the combinations and permutations of
musicians doing studio recording and casual pick-up
concerts and tours. To name all the animals in this
Electric Garden of Eden would require a regiment of
Adams.

All of this diversity in rock developed since 1963,
since the eruptions of the Beatles and Bob Dylan. All
of it shows the imaginative health of rock, its range
and possibilities. Rock, in the '60s, became the prop-
erty of a generation, and they have all put their marks
on it. As the banner of a “cultural revolution,” rock
has been blown by many winds of change within our
society. It has served as a mirror and an amplifier of
these changes. If we look in detail at two of the major
progenitors of rock— Bob Dylan and the Beatles —
we may see how rock has become a catalyst and an
emblem for many different movements and feelings,
how its protean qualities have been its source of
strength.
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Bob Dylan’s Dream

The monolithic genius of rock’s first years was Bob
Dylan. Through sheer determination, he imposed his
private reality on his listeners, a complete imaginative
world impossible to ignore. Dylan claimed his role was
that of a songwriter, not a performing musician. He cut
his records as “demonstrators” for his compositions;
however, his presence as a performer has been strong,
a charisma to match his highly compulsive music. Be-
ginning with overt “protest songs” derived from the

26 Bob Dylan in 1963
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