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I have chosen as my central image to this months Freewheelin cover a
sepia snow-flaked Dylan. The snow flakes are blowing from right to left
which implies that the howlin’ wind is a cold easterly although Dylan’s
coat seems so warm that he is well protected. I wanted a blow up model
of Father Christmas to stand behind Dylan but all I got was a scary
Ozzy Osbourne who, spending his life in sunny L.A., seems terrified
that the snow flakes might blow into his face. Clint Eastwood, who sure
knows how to wear a hat, looks disdainfully at Dylan’s effort and
wonders where the top has gone and who planted the flowers.
All this takes place against the background of works by
this years
Turner Prize nominees namely Catherine Yass, Fiona Banner, Liam Gillick
and Keith Tyson. Although Tyson took the money, my favourite was
Catherine Yass with her weird photography as witnessed by the top line
of images in this cover which represent a corridor leading to what
looks like a Tardis.
James Mason is the luckiest person in my own time machine. He has
obtained an advance copy of ‘Chronicles’ and, in a break from Kubrick’s
‘Lolita’ he sits by the Christmas tree with his dog having a bloody
good read. Lucky Jim!
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BY

MARK CARTER

NOVEMBER 2002
Here we are – or will be by the time you read this – almost at the end of 2002 and, amazingly, I’m still
dredging up Love And Theft reviews. So let’s get them out of the way first.
Put together the words “Mojo” and “Andy Gill” and you know you’re going to get nothing less than a
full-scale recommendation to rush out and buy it, even if you’re down to your last fifteen quid and you
have to starve for the next week; “…a more than adequate companion to Time Out Of Mind… an album
virtually bereft of fluff and filler.” Nicely illustrated with a caricature of Bob as a lonesome gunslinger,
this is/was well worth checking out.
Just to prove how well honed my detective skills at sniffing out daily press material are, my local
newspaper The Eastern Daily Press reviewed the album on the day of it’s release, and it took someone
who lives hundreds of miles away from me to send it to me some four months later. Anyway, the
surprisingly well-informed Tim Lenton reckons that “the new-millennium Bob steps back from the brink
with another superb album less than four months after his 60th birthday.”
Over in America, James Beaty of the McAlester News-Capital concludes that “on Love And Theft,
Dylan proves his musical mojo is still working in overdrive.” Whilst Shaun De Waal of the Daily Mail
and Guardian, despite fearing the worst when Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum kicks in, decides that
“Love And Theft is not another Under The Red Sky. Things get better after the first song.” Steve Walsh,
writing for www.figgle.com , is just as impressed’ “…With more layers than an Anna Nichole Smith
wedding cake, Love And Theft is one of Dylan’s most richly rewarding releases. And another astonishing
chapter in popular music’s greatest creative renaissance,”
January 2002 produced the traditional “Best Of The Year” lists in various magazines and papers both
here and in America and, not surprisingly, Love And Theft featured pretty highly in most – if not all – of
them. Uncut placed it at number 3 (“…the sound of a 60 year old legend getting a kick out of playing with
his own mythology”) and also selected Howard Sounes’ Down The Highway as the number one book of
2001.(“…Perhaps what’s most notable about Down The Highway is that you come away from it with a
love of Dylan’s music, of course, but also an empathy, even a liking for the man behind it”). Amazingly,
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Mojo only placed it at number 2 (“another gem”), reckoning that the Super Furry Animals’ Rings Around
The World was a better album (and perhaps it was – I haven’t heard it).
In America, the L.A. Times’ Robert Hilburn had no hesitation in awarding it the Top Album Of The
Year status (“…The lyrics serve as a wondrous, deceptively casual jigsaw puzzle of wit and wisdom that
sometimes teases but more often jabs”) and New York Newsday’s Glenn Gamboa also put it at number
one (“a classic”).
Michael D. Clark of the Houston Chronicle gave it his number 2 slot (“… The recording academy has
been guilty of awarding high honours to rock ‘n roll vets who aren’t necessarily deserving. Dylan’s
album-of-the-year Grammy nomination for Love And Theft is not one of those times”) and the Chicago
Tribune’s Greg Kot put it in at number 1 (“… a raucous tour of 20th Century musical America that sounds
perfectly apt for this post-Sept 11 world”).
Ben Taylor of the Nashville Scene included it in his general roundup of the best releases, claiming,
“…Much as I admire the despondent, existential hobo vibe of Time Out Of Mind, the new album is more
satisfying.. If a codger like him can still get his rocks off after 40 years in the biz, there’s hope for us all in
this world.”
Jay Lustig of the New Jersey Star-Ledger had no qualms about awarding it the top spot, if only because
“the best track, the rockabilly rave-up Summer Days, was just about the last thing you would expect from
Dylan at 60: the feel-good song of the year”.
In a somewhat moving article on www.sfgate.com, Dave Ford had Dylan in mind when he penned his
year-end thoughts on a devastated America, especially as to how he cried twice during Dylan’s San
Francisco show during October. The first time was during Sugar Baby and the second time was during
Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door, “with it’s gospel style backing vocals and the 60-year-old Dylan’s growled
affirmation, as the songs narrator, that death is nigh… At first I thought it was cheap nostalgia, but that
seemed wrong… I was pining for the innocence – however delusional – of pre-terrorist America…the
night of the Dylan show I felt something for this country deeper than I’ve ever dared believe – or feared –
possible; plain old acute pain for a place that, as it turns out, I really love.”
The St. Paul Star Tribune’s Jon Bream summed up one of Dylan’s most amazing years on December
30th, claiming that Love And Theft sold over 500,000 copies during the first week of it’s release and that,
at St. Paul’s Xcel Energy Center on October 25th he drew his biggest crowd in years – some 14,032 lucky
souls; “…He proved that he and his music – both new and old – still truly matter.”
Onto other late 2001 / early 2002 matters. Mikal Gilmore’s excellent interview was reprinted in the
December issue of the German edition of Rolling Stone. This featured a few extra Ken Regan shots,
including a couple of full-page ones, and is well worth checking out for those alone.
Total Guitar interviewed Ron Wood, who recollects his recent(ish) recording session in Ireland; “…He
came for 3 days and every day had 20 new songs. He’s say “What do we do, Woody?” and I’d say “Let’s
go and record them”…We did 12 songs out of the endless amount he had every day ….There’s some
beautiful stuff in there, they’re definitely worthy of being released. A lot of it was groundwork for his last
album (Time Out Of Mind, so I guess the sessions possibly took place during 1995 or 1996).”
During December, Goldmine’s C. Brian Jasper was recommending the Sun Records tribute Good Rockin’
Tonight, especially Dylan’s “eclectic” Red Cadillac And A Black Moustache, which “shines brilliantly
and would have landed perfectly on his excellent new album Love And Theft” whilst Ice was
recommending something of the naughtier side of the industry, namely the superb, so-good-it-almost-hurts
9-CD bootleg box set from Scorpio called The Genuine Never-Ending Tour Covers 1988-2000. It’s
hugely expensive but beautifully packaged and presented and is what Dylan and Sony should be releasing
but aren’t (I realise that trying to get copyright permission from a hundred or so writers would prove to be
a nightmare but Bob could always attribute them all to “trad arr. Dylan”. Ho,ho).
Gadfly’s David McNair and Jayson Whitehead interviewed Eric Lott about his book Love And Theft
and discovered that he is not miffed at all about Bob “borrowing” his title, despite the fact that Bob does
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not deny a connection. “Dylan knows how embedded in his culture he is, “he says, “But I don’t guess he
thinks of himself or other musicians as only thieving. In a USA Today interview in August he made
mention of minstrel shows and other “low” entertainment forms as precedents for the feel he was after on
Love And Theft – he may think of himself as being in the burlesque vein on minstrelsy, but not so
implicated in it’s crimes.” The New York Times approached Lott to interview Dylan about his album but
Dylan declined; “…I’d guess it had something to do with imaging a tedious sit-down with a scholarsquirrel who’d be asking all sorts of boring shit about the connections between my book and his CD.
Who’s going to look forward to something like that?” Lott also jokingly remarks that he’s going to title
his next book Time Out Of Mind.
Januarys Record Buyer And Music Collector belatedly reviewed the Various Artists tribute album
Forever Young and was not exactly bowled over; “…Whether or not this album will appeal to Dylan fans
is difficult to predict – yes, it was his 60th birthday, but if you want to hear Bob Dylan songs, why not
listen to the man himself?” and Nigel Williamson, in January’s Uncut, was awarding three stars to John
Gibbens’ book The Nightingales Code; “…he’s certainly not as bonkers as AJ Webberman but neither is
he as lucid as Michael Gray, author of the magisterial Song And Dance Man, which remains the best
academic analysis of Dylan’s work yet published.”
Mojo revealed that John Cordwell, the other 1966 Manchester concert-goer who insists he was the
“Judas!” heckler, recently died. Despite Keith Butler’s seemingly bona fide credentials for being the
Biblical loud-mouth, Andy Kershaw and C.P. Lee seem swayed by Cordwell’s claims, even going so far
as to re-enact the shout. Cordwell insists that he was not so much upset by Dylan’s electric set as the
crappy sound system; “It was a wall of mush…It seemed throwaway and cavalier compared with the
intensity of the acoustic set. I hear it now and think it’s brilliant, but that wasn’t what we heard.”
Finally the 17-1-02 edition of Rolling Stones mourned the passing of George Harrison with an issue
largely devoted to him. There were the usual Dylan references and a reproduction of Dylan’s own tribute;
“He was a giant, a great, great soul, with all the humanity, all the wisdom, the spirituality, the common
sense of a man and compassion for people. He inspired love and he had the strength of a hundred men. He
was like the sun, the flowers and the moon, and we will miss him enormously. The world is a profoundly
emptier place without him.” Tom Petty reflected at length on his days in the Wilburys; “…George was so
reverent of Bob. At the end Of the first day, he said’ “ We know that you’re Bob Dylan and everything,
but we’re going to treat you and talk to you like we would anybody else”. And Bob went; “Well, great.
Believe it or not, I’m in awe of you guys, and it’s the same for me”.” In the same issue, the Random
Notes section featured a brief piece on Dylan’s November 2001 show a Madison Square Gardens,
including his rare onstage dedication. Nice colour pic, presumably from the gig, also included.
And that wraps it up for another month. Happy Halloween/Christmas/New Year or whatever it is while
you read this. (I have no idea – I’m typing this up in March)

THANKS AS ALWAYS , TO GRAHAM ASHTON FOR HELP ABOVE AND BEYOND THE CALL
OF DUTY.
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GET READY
BOBBY WILL BE BACK
By Richard Lewis
I usually spend an hour or so each Saturday browsing through Virgin, HMV and Waterstones. The two
record stores often have music playing but it is a long time since I’ve heard any Bob Dylan. Imagine my
delight last Monday when as I entered the Virgin megastore I could hear Mr Tambourine Man playing
loudly over their system. It was of course the version from Live 1975 and its release that day was the
reason I’d rushed into town on a Monday to buy it.
The package itself is a delight. Not only a double CD but a bonus DVD (with all three discs a different
colour to avoid mixed up confusion) and a beautiful colour booklet. The booklet is a 50-page gem
featuring 40 photographs (some at least are new to me) and a wonderful, simple, direct, approachable
essay that captures something of the affection we all feel for Dylan. And neither Ratso nor Dylan lets us
down.
The first thing I did was play the DVD. Superb quality, what a pleasure to watch. The close up of Dylan
white-faced singing Tangled Up In Blue is simply mesmerising. It is impossible to look away. Those blue
eyes! Then comes the astonishing version of Isis with Dylan wearing even more white make up, no guitar
but clutching a harmonica. Keep your eyes on Dylan’s hands as they take on a life of their own and nearly
get bitten off by a demented Bobby Neuwirth. The band are on fire and Dylan rises to the occasion. The
audio lets us know that he was singing this especially for Leonard Cohen whom Ratso has fetched at
Dylan’s request.
Back to the actual double CD. No, I don’t know why they left off When I Paint My Masterpiece but I can’t
think of a better opener than this recharged version of Tonight I’ll Be Staying Here With You. It just grabs
you, shakes you up and puts you back down in your seat ready for the concert of your life. The sound
throughout is superb. The electric versions of A Hard Rain’s A Gonna Fall and The Lonesome Death of
Hattie Carroll are amazing with the latter song making you so angry you would throttle the next judge
you met.
One thing to keep in mind is that apart from the single of Hurricane which came out in the middle of this
short 1975 tour no one in the audience had ever heard Romance In Durango, Isis, Oh Sister, One More
Cup of Coffee or Sara. Imagine being there. Well now you can be. I’m playing the CDs as I write this and
I keep stopping as I hear something else that takes my breath away.
As compensation for not having Masterpiece we do get five Dylan solo performances whereas the actual
audience rarely got more than two. The Mr Tambourine Man that I heard as I walked into Virgin records
is a fine example of how Dylan can continually find something new for himself and us in a familiar song. I
have a confession to make. I enjoy Joan Baez. I collect her albums. For this reason I particularly welcome
the four duets we get here, especially The Water Is Wide. In fact I remember thinking, as the tapes started
to emerge back in the 70s, that a Dylan/Baez duet album would have been a good idea. They should have
put Never Let Me Go on this album.
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What must Sara have thought as she heard the version of Sara on this record. One of my favourite tracks
is the “autobiographical” It Takes A Lot To Laugh, It Takes A Train To Cry with its prophetic last verse.
This is a wonderful record and although it was foolish to leave off the usual opening (Masterpiece) and
closing (This Land Is Your Land) songs it is more than redeemed by the joys that we have.
I’ve deliberately tried to avoid reviews in other magazines and papers so I’m not sure what everyone else
thinks but I hope you are enjoying it as much as I am. I did see one review on the web taken from David
Means in the New York Observer. This is a part of what he said.
With his usual talent for impeccable re-emergence, Mr Dylan has released a masterwork. It’s like one of
those Hubbell photographs of deep-space nebulas: light arriving after 9,000 years, unmarred by all that
distance. And wondrously beautiful.
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WHAT WAS IT
YOU WANTED
By Jim Gillan
No, I don’t know what it’s doing over there. It was supposed to be arranged vertically, but incompetence
triumphed. Again.
Something similar could be said about the thinking behind The Bootleg Series Vol. 5. Although thanks to
the pre-publicity and attendant comments I had absolutely no hopes for the brute, I still pre-ordered it
from HMV, picking it up on the day of release. The first thing that (Should I have dropped the ‘h’?) went
on was the DVD. BEAUTIFUL picture, LOVELY quality, but why not take the opportunity to give us a
complete Isis? Or footage that we hadn’t seen before?
O how we would have howled and slavered! How we would have envied Rosen and wished ourselves on
to the panel of compilers! What sinister smirks might slide round the lips of THEM who take decisions!
Not that Bob is included in ‘them’. It ain’t that he doesn’t get off on a bit of schadenfreude, it’s just that
he can’t be bothered with anything as tiny as the feelings and views of his audience.
As it was, the howls in this part of the moon (I’m camped in the Sea of Stupidity) were ones of pain at the
horrid mutilation done to performances that I think are touched by genius. The sound, to my one
good(ish) ear and battered brain, is truly wonderful, but the choice of songs, the running order, the fade
between tracks are aaaaarrrrghhhh!
Hi Jim – you ain’t looking too good. What’s up?
Aaaa –aaaaa – rrgggggrrrthgdhyb ….
Wow! That’s Ph.D. grief. Have you been listening to Max Bygraves re-mixes?
Aaaa –aaaaa – rrgggggrrrthgdhyb ….
Damn! I’ve never seen anyone froth in those sorts of colours!
Aaaa –aaaaa – rrgggggrrrthgdhyb ….
Well, I could go on, but instead of writing what would eventually have been a cunningly reasoned and
carefully crafted deconstruction of Vol.5, revealing it as part of a wider plan on Bob’s part to smash all the
myths, I’ll leave it all to M Gray to write about and go open the post instead.
Another bulging bag! OK, what have we here.

14

Dear Jim,
Here’s what I think you should be doing with your Freewheelin’ column.
That’s odd! The rest of the page is blank. I’ll rub it with lemon and warm it over a candle… Magic or
what? Two minutes after the page caught fire, a Green Goddess turned up, complete with some muscular
squaddies and a big pole, with one of them still on it. Ros, my darling wife, was rescued four times from
the bedroom, though not by the Pole. I thought once was enough, but she explained that she wanted to
take ALL her clothes off. I don’t understand. Next letter.
No, that one isn’t fit for a family paper. Next
No, that’s a bill. From John Stokes. For stamps. Seems he has had to send out 140,000 letters of apology
for my last effort. The good news is that this confirms that more people read Freewheelin’ than Judas.
The bad news is that I’m down to my last £37,800. Coincidentally the size of his bill. Why didn’t he use
second class? And no jokes from you lot along the lines of 2nd class is about that all my contribution
amounts to. Next.
Ah! It’s one from – no it can’t be! Surely knot! (I’m fit to be tied). But yes! It is Bob.
hi lo an’so
over time said the seer
all will be revealed
i didn’t kno anyone
called vealed
tho’ one hundred and thirty seven horn-rimmed sharp-suited briefcase-bearing accountants
said the eyes have it an’ so
the hole amounts to zero
wile failin’ to deliver
mite really be a little clever
Well, I can’t improve on tat (see! It is better without the ‘h’) for an analysis. Why even M Gray would be
stuffed. Which is not a job for the faint-hearted.
What the above might mean is that it really doesn’t matter what we think. The Bootleg Series Vol. 5
won’t be the last word on the RTR. And certainly not the last official release from that tour. Artistic
integrity? Old Bob doesn’t seem concerned about the last show, never mind those that are over 27 years
old. Vol. 5 will make a few dollars for Bob and Sony and Mastercard, as well as keep us in our places.
So, for all you frustrated, far-out ferociously-tempered few, all I’m trying to illustrate in my own gnomic
way is the absurdity of it all. Now for what it does mean.
This is the second (OK, the fifth) month in a row that I haven’t been able to write anythi

By way of explanation, I was trying to end on a joke. If I was in Glasgow, I might have ended on a Jock.
Perhaps I’m in Helsinki, as it’s time to finish.
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1204 words on

signifiers and signifieds
by Patrick J. Webster
One of the interesting features of reading Freehwheelin’ is to perceive of the way Bob
Dylan’s work is continually encoded and decoded in a refreshingly untheorised way. It is
refreshing because my work causes me to look at literary texts in a consistently theoretical
way. Now I don’t want to comment again on the merits of literary theory - of a postmodern
or poststructuralist approach to cultural objects. Michael Grey much disparaged such an
approach in his book, Song and Dance Man III - in what I thought was mostly an unfair
and biased manner, what I thought culminated into an almost philistine decrying of a set of
ideas that are - I should add - not without some virtues and some redeeming features.
One of the central concepts of theory is structuralism, and one of the main tenets of
structuralist thinking is that the linguistic connection between the signifier and signified is
completely arbitrary. To put that into English: structuralist theory states that there is no
correspondence between a word and the thing the word signifies; for example, there is no
sense of catishness about the word cat and the small animal with fur and whiskers that goes
‘Meow!’.
Thus I want to take one word - one signifier - and look at it from a structuralist and at least
a quasi -poststructuralist perspective - an exercise that I hope will demonstrate how we can
view Bob Dylan’s work in a theoretical context. I have attempted to do this before in
Freewheelin’, much to the irritation of some members of the club - however, seeing we
now have a different collection of writers - writing for the magazine - I thought I would see
if I would get any takers.
One of the primary advantages a theoretical approach offers is to permit a view of Dylan’s
work from a perspective outside of biographical interpretation. Perhaps I should state my
position here: the work of Bob Dylan bears no relationship at all to the life of the person we
know as Bob Dylan - none whatsoever. I do not wish to appear arrogant but the many
pieces written inside of Freewheelin’ in the last fifteen or so years, (and the many books,
essays, papers, articles and so on outside of Freewheelin’ over the last forty years) that
attempt to link Dylan¹s life to his art are wholly and completely specious. To take such an
approach reveals nothing of any value. We are able to witness almost nothing about Bob
Dylan’s life, we are able to witness almost everything about Bob Dylan’s art. We can never
really know the truth about a person’s life. Consider this, consider yourselves, does anyone
know the truth about your sex-life other than yourself? It is my belief that the many
biographies of Bob Dylan merely betray the repressed fears and desires those authors have
towards themselves and their subject - they reveal only the fractures and aporia in the hero
worship of one man by an audience of (primarily) other men.
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Thus I want to look instead at Dylan’s work purely as a textual creation. To consider one
word, the seemingly simple signifier rain and then go on to consider the multiplicity of
encodings and decodings we can perceive within it.
It is a word that occurs throughout Dylan’s work in a range of significantly privileged
ways. The word, is defined via the OED as follows: ‘condensed water droplets falling
visibly from the sky’. This we would all probably agree on, however from a structuralist
point of view the linguistic utterance of the word as spoken, the shape of the four letters: r a
i n, have little to do with that definition - there is no quality of rain in the word rain. But of
more interest, the word in Dylan’s work rarely employs such a literal encoding. If one
looks at this word - we are required to decode it in a metaphoric and at times even a
symbolic way - if we want to strive to fully understand its meaning.
For example, the word has a range of oppositions, interestingly it is often placed in binary
opposition to the word love:
Everyone is either making love or else expecting rain
Father of love and father of rain
Walk out in the rain ... if you don’t want my love it’s a pity
Rain would gather too ... without your love I’d be nothing at all
I am confident this readership can place all the above quotations into the relevant sources.
A structuralist listener to Dylan’s work would thus be striving to make some oppositional
connection here. He and she would also be aware that the word often has connotations of
physical violence:
They threw his body down a gulf amidst a blood red rain
A hard rain’s a gonna fall
Your wife’s screams a stabbing you like the dirty driving rain
I don’t mind the pain, don¹t mind the driving rain
Furthermore, and this is moving towards a more metaphorical discourse, the word at times
(notably in the mid-1960s) ostensibly appeared to have connotations concealed within a
range of drug cultural references:
Louise holds a handful of rain
The rainman comes with his magic wand
Now the rainman gave me two cures
Tonight as I stand inside the rain
When you’re lost in the rain in Juarez and its Eastertime too
So what can we say about this? We have a range of uses of a signifier within a body of
textual creations wherein the signifier is rarely used in a literal way. Could we presume this
is of conscious or unconscious design? And how do we, as listeners, make sense of such a
range of complex messages?
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I would maintain that we can perceive of a clear and consistent ideological design here.
The word rain, the seemingly simple signifier rain, is used by Dylan to set up a richly
social and symbolic world of oppositions. The notion of rain becomes consistently
negative, it suggests a loss or a lack of a love object, it suggests a violent outcome, it
suggests a world in which recourse to drugs leads only to a state of prolonged deprivation.
Of course the word is also used in a literal sense, as in:
And the rain beats down and the cranes fly away
On the fifth day of May in the drizzling rain
Standing in the rain to see a movie starring Gregory Peck
But these are the exceptions, rather than the norm. Perhaps what Dylan is really doing is
something much bigger - perhaps Christopher Ricks is right in his opinion that Dylan is the
greatest living user of American English - perhaps Dylan is simply documenting his times perhaps we need to attend to the vast range of complexities Dylan’s work offers and to
refrain from attending to the physical being as some kind of homosocial icon.
Next month I will return to the reading of ‘Boots of Spanish Leather’, however, I merely
attempt here to try and set the proverbial record straight - fully aware of multiple range of
encodings and decodings in all those diverse signifiers - record - straight - reading and so
on.
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THE SOUND OF ONE HAND CLAPPING
I’d like to comment on Chris Cooper’s article in last month’s issue. Not the bit about the RTR release
because (A) I haven’t heard it yet and (B) whether it’s flawed or not, it’s 1975 Revue Bob Dylan and will
therefore, along with the Sloman reprint and the previously unseen photo-laden Uncut article, be the
highlight of the year (and that’s even including the current crop of shows which, to my ears, are the most
exciting gigs for a good 12, maybe even 24 months).
NO I was more interested in his opening paragraphs where he complained about the lack of response to
the questions he posed a month earlier. I’ve noticed myself over the past few years we tend not to interact
with each other from month to month. In fact, I made the very same point a year or so ago and it inspired a
similar response: a total and deafening silence. I told myself that it was probably because I’ve made the
observation as part of my “Take Me On A Trip” cartoon and maybe people didn’t think I was serious or
maybe it didn’t carry the same weight as a “proper” article (though I’d be willing to bet that those
cartoons take longer to produce than anything else you’ll read in Freewheelin’ this month – including
this – and there are serious points sometimes contained within). Actually, this is not quite true ; I did
receive a very supportive letter from Chris himself at the time when the cartoon became very soulsearching in a “is it worth it? What am I doing?” kind of way. He may not realize it, but his letter came at
just the right time and helped a lot more than I probably ever let on. My point was that we seem to have
become twelve people who simply write an article each month possibly because we have something we
want to say or possibly to fulfill our obligations, but precious little ever connects to a previous article the
month before written by someone else. To that end, an outsider would be hard pressed to tell the
difference between those of us who have been in Freewheelin’ for ten or fifteen years and those who
joined fairly recently. The old verbal sparring, the agreements and disagreements, the responding and
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continuation of an idea or a theme all seem to be long gone. In their place are a series of largely
anonymous articles that could have been written by Joe Bloggs of Anytown.
The one thing about Andy Muir is that he would always take someone to task for something he
disagreed with or add support for something he identified with. I fully realize that things got a bit heated
and a bit silly last year and John Welburn – also mourning the loss of the Freewheelin’ he once knew, if I
read him correctly – felt that he had no option but to leave, but a bit of friendly exchanging of opinions
and responses makes for a warmer and more personal magazine. The most depressing thing I read in
Chris’ piece was his doubt that people even bothered to read what we write some of the time. I’m sure
that’s not the case but it is a thought that has crossed my mind from time to time. There are parts of, say,
Isis or The Bridge that I find less interesting than others but I do read everything, figuring that, if someone
has spent precious hours of their spare time writing something, then the least we can do is read the thing.
It’s a damn shame that Chris felt he had better stick to articles that required no response in future. I felt
that he really wanted to continue what he had begun the month before but tacked the “safer” RTR piece on
instead. I’ve been as guilty of apathy in the past as the next person. There have been points I’ve intended
to raise in response to something I’ve read and then suddenly the deadline comes around and I haven’t
done anything and, by the time the next month comes around, the momentum seems to be lost and it never
happens. Is it too late to get those old days back? Has anything I’ve written here inspired you to agree to
disagree? Have I overreacted? Should we start the Theme Issues again? Your comments would be
appreciated.
Doesn’t Bob look far better without that stupid cowboy hat on? Discuss.
Merry Christmas to one and all and all the best for 2003.
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on every listening. The sound mix is really
great with wonderful instrument separation
that enables me to hear so much more than I
have in any of the many tapes we have from
these marvelous shows.

By
Chris Cooper

LIVE 1975
Last month I rushed off some hasty words
about lack of response from fellow FWleers
and my initial disappointment in the “LIVE
1975” set.
It is nice to be able to say that I have now
been proven wrong on both counts..
First we had our usual gathering in
Cambridge at the end of November. The
usual crowd of familiar faces. This time
Mark Carter was there, he does come along
sometimes but not always. He had a HUGE
parcel of FW goodies which we will
doubtless get to see in this issue. He did tell
me that he had responded to my last piece
also, which is a nice surprise. I guess I could
have asked John to see it but I wanted things
to stay the same as they always are. Like the
rest of you I never see anything ahead of
release date, as it should be. I did not want to
tip the balance so I am waiting to read what
Mark said. Whatever it was Mark, thanks for
taking the time to consider what I said. That
would be enough good news for me in this
month. The other bit I can expand a lot
further on though.
I have spent the last few weeks playing the
LIVE 1975 set over and over the car as I
travel about, so I have now heard it quite a
number of times and to my ears it gets better

There is often interesting guitar interplay
going on both within the instrumental breaks
and whilst Bob is singing. Somehow the
recordings of many of the tracks make the
venues sound much more intimate than I
thought they were. It would even appear that
the audience were miked by the number of
comments that are coming across from the
crowd. I might be cynical enough to suggest
that they could have been mixed in after the
event if it wasn’t for the fact that Dylan
sometimes actually responds back to them. It
all makes for a great listening experience. My
main grumble about losing the first and last
tracks are still valid I think, especially the
closer as you can clearly hear the start of
“This Land” at the end as the sound fades
out.
But I now see those as minor gripes
compared to what we do get. It has got me
replaying some of the bootlegs, always a sign
that things must be well. I must say that this
amount of involvement I ad not noticed
before so I am currently comparing and
locating the various tracks, after all if the
dates and information are correct there is
nothing on this set they we did not already
have in various quality.
I hope to report further next month.
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This would have been a lot longer but once
again I have had major PC problems and
been without a functioning machine for most
of the past two weeks. It goes to show the
amount of usage I give the ol’ gal when I got
on line again.
I went to outlook express to download my
emails; the message appeared “downloading
3 of 1142 messages” OUCH just got
through them all.
The bad news on this front though was that
several important files were lost or corrupted
and whilst I can fix some, some are simply
too involved. It will be simpler just to start
again. SO if you normally email me can you
please do so again as I have lost my address
book!
Just one of many tribulations you know!
Looks like JG3 is going to become a reality
again and FW-On-Line is functioning quite
well so I guess it noses to the grindstone for
another year.

FINALLY
There will be no Magnetic Movements this
month. There are a few things in but without
the PC I have not been able to get the
information sorted and the pics takes as I
usually do so more next month. One thing I
will mention is the proliferation of DVD’s of
Bob,

It should be mean an end
To generation drops and
conversion problems for a start.
well DVR’s if we want to get technical.
They seem to be arriving with some
regularity now and I think this will herald a
big increase in quality just as CDR’s did for
audio. It should be mean an end to generation
drops and conversion problems for a start.
The process still has many weak links. After
all a poor tape can still be transferred to
DVR. However where as VCD’s could be
copied at just about any degree of bit rate
(quality) the variation in the validity of these
was legion. In order to play on a DVR the
file has to be of a minimum quality and this
is higher than the better VCD’s so I think we
may finally be seeing the thing reach its
conclusion.

That brings me back to the start doesn’t it?
Well you know I must say that after my chat
with Mark I am inclined to agree with what
he suggested in person (not sure if its what’s
to come in print) that I do need to reduce
some activities, and that maybe my reflection
is not un-related to my own retirement which
is now beginning to look closer than ever. (A
couple more years!)
But enough of these matters for now.
This is the last issue you will see before
Christmas so let me just say that I hope you
all have a merry Christmas and watch the
post, you never know what might be coming
your way.

I hope so anyway as soon I will have things
on so many formats I will need a database
just to tell me what to play something on!
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Boots of Spanis
Spanish
h
Leather - Part IV
685 words on
A significant detour via Stanley Kubrick and Isis
In returning to ‘Boots of Spanish Leather’ from where I left off about a couple of
months ago, it still seems to me that the most relevant aspect to the song is the way it
subverts the idea of masculine travel in Dylan’swork.
This, to restate is, in my opinion, one of the dominant themes in Dylan’s work, and it
seems to me that in order to fully discuss this concept I have to significantly detour to
another song - to one of Dylan’s most significant songs, or at least in my opinion, one
of the most significant songs in Dylan’s canon.
The song in question is ‘Isis’, perhaps a topical song to deal with as the recently
released collection: The Bootleg Series Volume 5 - Bob Dylan Live 1975 - The Rolling
Thunder Revue - to give it its long and rather cumbersome title - prominently features
‘Isis’, both on audio and DVD video.
If I had to choose just one song that defines Bob Dylan’s underlying message then it
would undoubtedly be ‘Isis’. It is a song that deals with a richly diverse range of
significant issues and a song Dylan consistently performed (both in the studio
recording and in the many live recordings of the time) with a great sense of verve and
braggadocio.
Over the course of last summer - researching the films of Stanley Kubrick - one
theme I found in the films is the idea of a journey. But not just a journey, a journey
that is always markedly gendered towards the masculine, a journey that has an
overarching circularity to it, a journey that nearly always involves a reluctant return to
a feminine domain, and a journey that has, to some extent, an Oedipal juncture.
We see this in nearly all of Kubrick¹s latter work, it is there in Eyes Wide Shut, in
which Tom Cruise’s character undergoes a nightmarish journey through both his
conscious and unconscious fears and desires. It is there in Full Metal Jacket, wherein
Joker and the other recruits undertake a nightmare journey into the Vietnam War -
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wherein they either live or die at the hands of a decidedly monstrous female presence.
It is there in The Shining, wherein Jack Nicholson¹s character undertakes a journey to
a haunted hotel - only to find another monstrous female presence lurking at its heart.
It is there in 2001: A Space Odyssey, wherein a crew of male astronauts travel into a
different wild and unknown country - only to be returned - born anew. And so on
throughout other Kubrick films, it is even there in the Kubrickian unaccomplished
and the Spielbergian accomplished film, A.I. A film, it seems to me, that was a valid
but failed attempt to create nothing less than a postmodern fairy tale. A film in which
a young android, David, undertakes a very Oedipal journey from his mother out into
the wild unknown country of robots and then back to a very different version of his
mother.
Now I do not suggest a commonality between Dylan¹s work and the films of Stanley
Kubrick. Quite the opposite, however, it would seem that they cover exactly the same
thematic ground, and interestingly in exactly the same cultural and social space - and
incidentally a similar ethnic space - by this I mean an American-Jewish, male
response to a post World War Two landscape. Kubrick¹s work stretching from 19531999, Dylan’s work from 1962 to the present.
Bob Dylan’s song ‘Isis’, presents us with a hero who marries a woman and then
mysteriously sets out on a journey, encounters another man, has a series of adventures
and then eventually returns to the woman he has left. As I previously intimated this is
a song of some significance, and hence one I want to look at in detail. Thus next time,
in a detour (what might turn out to be a rather long detour) from ‘Boots of Spanish
Leather’, I want to turn my attention to some of the issues raised in Bob Dylan’s epic
work of 1975/1976, ‘Isis’

.
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THE MISSIONARY TIMES
By J.R. Stokes
Like Ice, Like Fire
(Addressing The Night in ‘Visions of Johanna’)
Part 16: Bob Dylan & The Ideal Androgyne

On the Saturday after Brian Epstein overdosed on barbiturates at his bachelor pad in Belgravia, I went to
an all night party in Barnet. I remember it well because there was a terrible sense of doom left over from
the realisation that there would be no more operations from such a smooth operator yet at the same time
there was cause for celebration because on that very day, Saturday 30th September 1967, the pirates had
plundered the establishment and Radio 1 made its first broadcast. We all had flowers in our hair and I
wore a rainbow coloured three strand set of beads.
Those all night parties were usually attended by a strange group of people and I had this friend called
Reg who was able to perform an amazing party trick that impressed Mod, Rocker, Hippie, Druggie,
Arty, Farty and Tarty alike. Reg was able to name, out loud and without too many pauses for breath,
every one of the 60 ‘heads’ that appear on the cover of the Sgt. Peppers Lonely Hearts Club Band
album. Now you may think that is easy but I can tell you, it was fuckin’ amazin’ and always ended in
applause. Never however trying to steal any limelight from Reg, I usually muttered to any one within
hearing distance the thing about Dylan’s head on that album cover: that if you took a ruler from the top
of the cover and drew it down slowly, the first head that you would come to, by a few strands of hair, is
Dylan’s. Dylan was placed higher than any one else – which was, I always demanded, exactly how it
should be.
Being engulfed by the sounds from the vinyl that never seemed to be found inside that particular album
sleeve, we probably didn’t appreciate that what we were looking at was a serious item of Brit Pop Art
and that one day the artist who brought it all together, namely Peter Blake, would be knighted in
recognition of his contribution to the arts. Mind you, we were so stuffed full of art in those days, be it
by way of fashion, on film, on a tube station wall or coming through the airwaves, there was no sense in
trying to figure any of it out. Just like the Lotto – you had to be innit to winnit and that was about
enough. Since then, ‘art’ has been on a roller coaster ride and now anything and everything can be
treated as art which, in my view, is exactly how it should be. We are all artists for Christ’s sake! Just
hand me a brush and I’ll show you what I mean.
As you are ware, my own roller coaster ride over the last 16 months has been in trying to put down in
words my interpretation of Dylan’s song ‘Visions of Johanna'. I have probably confused the issue
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because I have referred to the song in a visual sense but that is only because I see it as a great work of art
with many images and colours. Perhaps I could use the Sgt. Pepper album cover as a kind of template
this time around but instead of having, as my centre piece, the fab four decked out in glorious battle
dress of reds, blues and yellows, I would have another soldier: a knight-at- arms; a transvestite; a virgin;
a visionary; a martyr burning at the stake. For this time and this purpose I now bring the mainstay of my
interpretation from the background and use her image as my centrepiece: in whatever of her many
incarnations you may see her: she is there, standing behind the potted plants and the big bass drum: Joan
of Arc. I will never match the number of 60 heads that appeared on Sgt. Pepper but I have of course
already mentioned a few that interconnect and surround the image of Joan of Arc. These were in the
shape of Clinton Heylin, John Keats, George Bernard Shaw and a host of French Kings. Here come two
more:

3. Enter Joan Baez and Allen Ginsberg
For a long time Dylan fans thought that ‘Visions of Johanna' was written for or about Joan Baez.
Perhaps some fans still do which is of course their prerogative and if they are happy with that
interpretation then, for them, it must be right. Joan herself was pretty convinced at one stage that the
song was about her. I have previously highlighted the chapter of Anthony Scaduto’s biography ‘Bob
Dylan’ which went under the heading of ‘1961 – 1965: Visions of Johanna' and in particular his
interview with Joan Baez when the subject of the song was raised. (107). For the sake of convenience I
repeat what Joan said to Scaduto as follows:
‘He’d just written ‘Visions of Johanna’ which sounded very suspicious to me, as though it had images
of me in it. I mean, I can’t ever say that publicly. But he’d been talking to Ginsberg about it. First of all
he had never performed it before, and Neuwirth told him I was there that night and he performed it. And
that was very odd. I was listening to the song and sort of inwardly wanting to feel flattered, but
wondering whether – you know, I mean, everybody in the world thinks Bobby’s written songs about
them, and I consider myself in the same bag. But I would never claim a song. But certain images in there
did sound very strange. Then Ginsberg came up at one point and said “What do you think ‘Visions of
Johanna is about?” And I said “I don’t know , Ginsberg, your guess is as good as mine”. He said , “No,
no, what do you think it’s about? Bobby says…” And then he reeled off this pile of crap that had nothing
to do with anything. And I said, “Did Bobby say that or did you make that up Allen?” I had the feeling
the two of them were in sort of cahoots to make sure I never thought the song had anything to do with
me. I had that feeling a lot. And I wouldn’t give any… I mean Ginsberg was trying to get me to say I
thought the song was written about me, and I would never say that about any of Bobby’s songs.”
Scaduto himself considered the song may have been about or for Joan as he subsequently wrote:
‘Certainly Dylan’s most beautiful song, ‘Visions of Johanna’ may have been written for Joan Baez – the
name and the line about her farewell kiss supports that view.’
Before adding the rider:
‘But more importantly Dylan is describing an awareness that has brought him to a stage where his
‘conscience explodes’. He must be freed from the prison in which Dylan the star and the symbol has
been locked. The visions hold out hope for beauty and truth in his life.’
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In his very detailed study of the song (which I have also previously mentioned (108) ), Stephen Scobie,
considers it a major possibility that the song has a connection with Joan Baez. This is what he writes:
‘What significance can be attached to the name “Johanna”? There are two major possibilities:
The first is the biographical interpretation, that “Johanna” is intended to recall Joan Baez. There is a
precedent for the use of a slightly altered form of “Joan”, assuming, that is, that “Queen Jane
Approximately” is also about Joan Baez. Johanna’s insistent absence in the song could then be related
to the ending of Dylan’s affair with Baez earlier that year: Johanna, indeed, is “not here”.
Having thus given a reason why the song could be about Joan, Stephen Scobie promptly discounts the
idea:
“The character of Johanna, and the nature of her visions, are in no way illuminated or expanded by an
identification with Joan Baez. For this reason alone, I would set the biographical reading aside as
being, at best, irrelevant”.
So what is my take on the possible connection between ‘Visions of Johanna' and Joan Baez? Well, let
me say firstly that I believe there is never any smoke without some kind of fire and on the sole grounds
that the suggestion has already entered the consciousness of some people and thus the consciousness of
the song itself, there must, ipso facto, be a connection. But I think that wires have become somewhat
crossed here and a misappropriation has occurred. People have been thinking about the wrong person.
What may have confused the situation is that the connection is only half right and that state of being half
right is of course in the name. It is the wrong Joan. The connection is not to Joan Baez but to Joan of
Arc. It is simple really. Sorry Joan!
Although having thus dismissed her connection with the song, but retaining her image in my ‘Sgt.
Pepper’ collage, it is Joan Baez that introduces Allen Ginsberg into the picture. Repeating again the
section of Scaduto to which I have previously referred, this is how Baez reflected upon Dylan’s
relationship with Ginsberg:
‘You see, he had been hanging around Ginsberg. That’s another great, funny story of how I met
Ginsberg for the first time. And by the way, I dig Allen. He’s crazy but I dig him. It was at a party. I
guess Bobby and I must have given a concert. I was feeling very off Bobby that night, so Bobby was
trying to make it with some redhead. He got very drunk at this party, and he was flirty-flirty-flirty-flirty,
talk-talk-talk with this redhead. And so I started talking with Neuwirth and hanging out with Neuwirth.
I think Neuwirth had on a blue velvet jacket. Anyway, Ginsberg came up, introduced himself and
announced he wanted to fuck Bobby. And I said, “Well, hello, what’s holding you back?” And he said
“I’m shy”. I said “Isn’t that sad?” I can’t remember much more about that meeting except that’s all
Ginsberg wanted to talk about. I was a little insulted myself. I hadn’t realised he wouldn’t have any
interest in me at all and was just using me to get to Bobby. Then Bobby was completely and totally
drunk. We got him out in the car and he was, oh, maudlin. I don’t remember what he was saying, but I
said “Ginsberg wants to go to bed with you,” and he said “Oh, oh, far out,” and then he passed out…”
I am not sure what Baez is trying to suggest here. Is she insinuating, by relating Dylan’s expression “Oh,
oh, far out,” , that Dylan would be a willing participant in a sexual relationship with Ginsberg? Who
knows? One thing is for sure though, Ginsberg was serious about his intentions towards Dylan: “he
wanted to fuck Bobby”.
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I have previously dealt at some length with the matter of ‘gender ambiguity’ in certain songs on ‘Blonde
on Blonde’ and in this I was lead by the thoughts of Patrick Webster.(109) In his exploration, Patrick
may have meant something different but what I am talking about here is the use of the word ‘gender’ in
describing the state of being male, female or neuter i.e. what particular sex you are. I am sure that
Ginsberg ultimately had no doubt about his sexual orientation for he described his leanings, sometimes
graphically so, in his poetry but, objectively, there has to be confusion, or ambiguity, concerning his
gender. After all, if Joan Baez had said that that she “wanted to fuck Bobby” that would be quite natural
but, when Ginsberg says it, come on, it’s not quite the same! I suppose that you have to admire
Ginsberg for being so open about his sexuality where others, for whatever reason, may steadfastly deny
such persuasions and there are some who would go to the extreme of taking their own lives rather than
face criticism from a state of small mindedness.
Unless Dylan ‘comes out’ in ‘Chronicles’ I guess we will never know if Ginsberg’s desires towards
Dylan ever came true but of course this should make no difference to my study of ‘Visions of Johanna'; I
am not here to be scandalous but rather to finish my picture before the light fades. This subject however
of gender ambiguity or gender confusion forms a major part of the picture and has to be touched in quite
carefully.
For fear of reprisals from the academics amongst us, I do not want to become too biographical but you
must not forget that I am forming images here and thus this section must start with the image Dylan
portrayed in late 1965 and early 1966. In his introduction to the ‘Ivory Towers’ collection of essays ‘Do
you, Mr. Jones? Bob Dylan with the Poets and Professors’ (110) Neil Corcoran makes the observation:
‘I would add something which, surprisingly enough, no contributor mentions: that the carefully
constructed and very striking image Dylan made of himself in the mid-60’s was a distinctly androgynous
one, and that some of the songs of that period – on Blonde on Blonde (1966), in particular, have an
element of camp.’
Although this observation begins and ends with that one sentence and frustratingly Corcoran does not
elucidate on what songs on ‘Blonde on Blonde’ he considers to be ‘camp’ and why, I think we can all
agree with his view that Dylan’s image from about December 1965 to the end of May 1966 was a
‘distinctly androgynous one’. Corcoran was of course writing some four decades after the event but a
journalist who witnessed the image at first hand reported the same in the French newspaper Le Monde.
The report, to which I have previously referred, (111) concerns Dylan’s performance at the Paris
L’Olympia on his 25th birthday: 24th May 1966. This is how the French journalist saw him:
‘His appearance comes as a shock. With his dust-coloured hair arranged like an uncombed wig around
his pale but finely shaped face and with his high heels and his dust-coloured suit, he looks like Sarah
Bernhardt at the end of her life, frighteningly thin. Seeming tired, asleep even, hunchbacked and fragile
as a china doll, Dylan staggers to the microphone and undergoes a transformation - the small
insignificant man becomes the poet of the age.’
Playing subtle games with the microphone, his head tracing arabesques around it, pointing one,
sometimes both, arms he sings uttering controlled shouts as if he has difficulty in putting his words
together, as if he is giving birth, painfully’.
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Not only androgynous then, not only looking like ‘Sarah Bernhardt’ and ‘a china doll’ but Dylan is
appropriated with the function that can only ever be performed by a woman: of ‘giving birth, painfully’.
Gender confusion abounds!
Staying with this image of Dylan but returning to one of the heads surrounding the centre piece of my
imaginary Sgt. Pepper collage: on the 14th February 1966, i.e. the very day that Dylan recorded the
version of ‘Visions of Johanna' that is included on ‘Blonde on Blonde’ Allen Ginsberg was thinking
about how Dylan looked. Is it just plain coincidence that the Ginsberg’s ‘road poem’ ‘Witchita Vortex
Sutra’ was written at the very same time that Dylan was recording ‘Visions of Johanna' or is there
something more to this? The poem is included in Ginsberg’s ‘Collected Poems 1947 – 1980’ (112) and
the extract relating to Dylan is as follows:
‘Angelic Dylan singing across the nation
“When all your children start to resent you
Won’t you come see me, Queen Jane?”
His youthful voice making glad
the brown endless meadows
His tenderness penetrating aether,
soft prayer on the airwaves,
Language, language and sweet music too
even unto thee
hairy flatness!
even unto thee
despairing Burns!’
Perhaps Ginsberg here was writing in code and he meant something else by the use of the words…
‘Angelic Dylan……..Queen Jane……..brown endless meadows……. tenderness penetrating
aether……….. hairy flatness!’ who knows? A couple of weeks later however he wrote another road
poem called ‘Kansas City to Louise’ where he described the goings on in a guest room. I should warn
that the squeamish or those with a nervous disposition should turn away now:
‘I lay in bed naked in the guest room
my mouth found his cock,
my hand under his behind
till the whole body stiffened
and sperm choked my throat.’
(113)
Remember that was not written by Jackie Collins but by Allen Ginsberg. Gender confusion abounds yet
again!
So let me get back to my picture and turn from one of America’s finest poets of the 20th Century, to
another and to the subject of gender confusion or ambiguity, the way for which I hope that I have
prepared. Perhaps the most obvious example of the confusion about which I am referring to is in the
lines from ‘Visions of Johanna'
‘When the jelly-faced women all sneeze
Hear the one with the moustache say , “Jeeze
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I can’t find my knees’
So what are we talking about here? Is it a woman who looks like a man because she has a moustache or
is it a man with a moustache who looks like a woman? Confused? I’d go for the former because in the
line “Jeeze, I can’t find my knees” I see a woman, who would normally wear a skirt and thus her knees
would be exposed, is wearing trousers so she can’t see her knees. It is a woman dressed as a man. In
other words a transvestite.
I would extend, if you will pardon the expression, this subject of gender confusion to the matter of
phallicism and penile activity. The ‘little boy’ who is lost and miserable could be in such a state because
he doesn’t really know why he has got a ‘little boy’ and, in any event he doesn’t know what to do with it
because of his gender confusion. This situation is cleverly juxtaposed in the subsequent lines of the
song with the masculine type who has a ‘hard (to get) on’ which enables him to be ‘kept up past the
dawn’. How can I explain this further? Well let’s say that the little boy is so useless and all, just
muttering small talk at the wall whilst of course the big boy is very much in the hall. Perhaps Dylan was
inventing Vagina Monologues long before the term became fashionable!
Enough of all that, let me throw some cold water on to the canvass here and refer to a further line from
the song which does not obviously support my drift but contains an entire universe of meaning and
certainly is another link in the chain that binds ‘Visions of Johanna' to Joan of Arc. It is the second line
of the song:
‘We sit here stranded, though we’re all doing best to deny it’.
Although I am putting the cart before the horse in dealing firstly with the words ‘deny it’, I have to say
that, in accordance with the images I am portraying in this section of my picture, I see this act of denial
as opposite to the act of ‘coming out’: the denial refers to a refusal to confirm a leaning or situation that,
when confirmed, may cause possible embarrassment. The subject of that possible embarrassment is the
first part of the line. Before I get there however I would like to flag up the situation that Dylan starts the
line with ‘We sit’ . That may seem insignificant but if we reverted to the subjects of penises and vaginas
and their daily functions, it should be noted that Dylan prefers the female position here. After all, men
stand and women sit!
Having got that out of the way, I am left with one word, which could possibly be the most important
word of the entire song, that creates Van Gogh-like swirls of colour and movement. It is a word that
would always be welcome in any audio-visual masterpiece. A word that, if you close your eyes and
think about, you could see before you all a manner of images. The word is ‘stranded’.
The use of the word is most interesting because it is a tense of the word ‘strand’; a word that has two
meanings. Firstly there is the meaning of being abandoned, of being left high and dry, but a ‘strand’ is
also a rope, a cord, a piece of twine; and ‘to strand’ is ‘to entwine’. Because of its close proximity, in
this verse, to the word ‘entwine’ (about much more will be written later) I prefer the second use of the
word and because Dylan sings ‘stranded’ I see it as meaning suspended, by an imaginary rope perhaps,
in the middle of the air, at a point that is neither here nor there; at a state that is, in my picture, neither
male nor female; an androgynous state of having both male and female characteristics where gender
confusion and ambiguity abounds.
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It is this androgynous state that others have referred to when describing the image of Dylan at the
relevant period and it is this androgynous state that forms a major part of the story of Joan of Arc. First,
you have to remember that one the reasons that Joan was burned at the stake was because she was a
transvestite. Joan’s dress became the subject of no less than five charges at her trial, two of which were
as follows:
1.

That she put off and entirely abandoned women’s clothes, with her hair cropped short and round
in the fashion of young men, she wore shirt, breeches, doublet, with hose joined together, long
and fastened to the said doublet by twenty points, long leggings laced on the outside, a short
mantle reaching to the knee, or thereabouts, a close-cut cap, tight fitting boots or buskins, long
spurs, sword, dagger, breastplate, lance and other arms in the style of a man-at-arms.

2.

That not only did she wear short tunics, but she dressed herself in tabards and garments open at
the sides, besides the matter is notorious since when she was captured she was wearing a
surcoat cloak of cloth of gold, open on all sides, a cap on her head, and her hair cropped round
in a mans style. And in general, having cast aside all womanly decency, not only to the scorn of
feminine modesty, but also of well instructed men, she had worn the apparel and garments of
most dissolute men, and, in a addition, had some weapons of defence.’(114)

In her book ‘Joan of Arc’ (115) Marina Warner explores at some length Joan’s complex attitude towards
sexuality and in the chapter of the book entitled ‘Ideal Androgyne’ she raises certain matters which add
further daubs of colour to my brush. On the subject of transvestism she writes:
‘Transvestism in women is only occasionally pathological. It is tempting today, when explanations from
sexual deviations are popular, to say Joan of Arc was a lesbian. But the formula takes no account of
cultural or social conditions and is totally inadequate. Historically, transvestism has often provided a
device for a woman to make something of herself, a figure of speech to lay claim to a greatness beyond
the expected potential of her sex. Like many devices, it is practical and yet mysterious, convenient and
yet magic, all at once, and its provoking, fascinating quality has made it a motif in tragedy, folklore,
mythology, hagiography, ritual, romance and children’s stories.’ (116)
Perhaps, more pertinently to my picture, Marina Warner deals with the matter of being ‘stranded’, with
no particular gender to call your home:
‘The state of suspension, of non-differation, acieved by a transvestite girl was confirmed bby the
Christian tradition as holy. Sexlessness is virginity’s achievement and a metaphor for martyrdom, as
hagiography bears out. Transcendence of gender in most of these cases heralds a welcome or even a
self-imposed death; transvestism becomes the transitive verb in a sentence of self-obliteration. Yet the
martyrs of this kind saw their renunciation as a rebirth into an exalted state of original wholeness,
where sex did not obtain. A Freudian would see this state as analogous to death, not life, because in
seeking to cancel sexual difference, it seeks to arrest time and to deny the mutability to which all flesh is
heir. Catherine Clément, a French analyst, in a brilliant essay on myth and sexuality, warns against the
illusion that health can be discovered in the denial of fundamental laws: the law of sexual difference, the
law of time and change. She quotes the case of Sidonie, an anorexic girl who told her doctor as she lay
dying of starvation: “There it is, my problem, I want neither to get fatter nor thinner, to be neither boy
nor girl, to have no more periods.” She wanted, as Clément, comments, to annul periodicity, “ to play
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the disorder of androgyny against the order of the female cycle (called règles, or rules, in French), to be
neither one thing nor the other, neuter’. (117)
It is in that description of women seeking to arrest time; the wish to have no more periods, to play the
disorder of androgyny against the order of the female cycle that I find has a connection to the following
further lines of ‘Visions of Johanna'.
‘In the empty lot where the ladies play blindmans bluff with the key chain
And the all-night girls they whisper of escapades out on the ‘D’ train.’
Firstly, where a lady is able to able arrest the order of her female cycle, to halt her periods, her womb
will always be an ‘empty lot’ because she will never be able to conceive. In that respect the ‘key chain’
will refer to a chastity belt, which prevents her from having intercourse; the ‘bluff’ is the suggestion that
she actually has something behind the chastity belt worthy of consideration but the reality is there is
nothing to find or see – hence the reference to a ‘blindman’.
The ‘all-night’ girls of the second line clearly have been able to arrest time, they live in a situation
where it is ‘all-night’ and they can only whisper of their escapades because there is nothing, really
nothing to shout about!
Before I leave this subject of the androgyny of both Bob Dylan and Joan of Arc, I want to mention
another line of the song which has caused a scratch upon many a head. To preface my explanation of
this line, I refer again to ‘Ideal Adrogyne’, the chapter of Marinas Warners book about Joan Of Arc:
‘Through her transvestism (Joan) abrogated the destiny of womankind. She could thereby transcend her
sex; she could set herself apart and usurp the privileges of the male and his claims to superiority. At the
same time, by never pretending to be other than a woman and a maid, she was usurping a man’s
function but shaking off the trammels of his sex altogether to occupy a different, third order, neither
male nor female, but unearthly, like the angels whose company she loved’ (118)
Remember how Allen Ginsberg describes Dylan in that line from his poem ‘Witchita Vortex Sutra’:
‘Angelic Dylan’? Clearly Ginsberg saw Dylan as being like an angel. That reminder however is not my
final stroke here. It is in the line:
‘Jewels and binoculars hang from the head of the mule’.
A mule is of course a sterile creature, having no ability to either make or fall pregnant, a neuter. To
‘hang’ is obviously to suspend; and who on earth would be seen dead in that strange combination of
jewels and binoculars? Binoculars were, after all invented for the purpose of seeing your enemy in
times of war and thus have a masculine connotation. Jewels are for purpose of adornment and thus have
a feminine connotation. Where could you combine such masculine and feminine objects? What woman
would dress as a man and go to war? Joan of Arc, that’s who!
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