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Like a Rolling Stone 

Once upon a time you dressed so fine 

Threw the bums a dime, in your prime 

Didn't you? 

People call, say beware doll, you're bound to fall, you 

thought they were all 

A-kiddin' you 

You used to 

Laugh about 

Everybody that was 

Hangin' out 

Now you don't 

Talk so loud 

Now you don't 

Seem so proud 

About havin' to be scrounging 

Your next meal 

How does It feel:'
 

How does it feel
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To be without a home 

Like a complete unknown 

Like a rolling stone? 

Awyou've 

Gone to the finest school alright Miss Lonely but you know 

you only used to get 

Juiced in it 

Nobody's ever taught you how to live out on the street 

And now you're gonna 

Have to get 

Used to it 

You say you never 

Compromise 

With the mystery tramp but now you 

Realize 

He's not selling any 

Alibis 

As you stare into the vacuum 

Of his eyes 

And say 

Do you want to 

Make a deal? 

How does it feel? 

How does it feel? 

To be on your own 

• 

Like a Rolling Stone 

With no direction home
 

A complete unknown
 

Like a rolling stone
 

Ah, you 

Never turned around to see the frowns 

On the jugglers and the clowns when they all did 

Tricks for you 

Never understood that it ain't no good 

You shouldn't 

Let other people 

Get your 

Kicks for you 

You used to ride on a chrome horse with your 

Diplomat 

Who carried on his shoulder a 

Siamese cat 

Ain'tit hard 

When you discover that 

He really wasn't 

Where it's at 

After he took from you everything 

He could steal? 

How does it feel?
 

How does it feel
 

To have you on your own
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No direction home 

Like a complete unknown 

Like a rolling stone 

Ahhhhhhhh-

Princess on the steeple and all the 

Pretty people they're all drinkin' thinkin' that they 

Got it made 

Exchanging all precious gifts 

But you better 

Take your diamond ring 

You better pawn it, babe 

You used to be 

So amused 

At Napoleon in rags 

And the language that he used 

Go to him now, he calls you, you can't refuse 

When you ain't got nothin' 

You got 

Nothing to lose 

You're invisible now, you got no secrets 

To conceal 

How does it feel 

Ah, how does it feel 

To be on your own 

With no direction 

• 
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Like a complete unknown 

Like a rolling stone 

As sung by Bob Dylan, New York City, t 6 June t 965. Six minutes and 
six seconds. Produced by Tom Wilson. Engineered by Roy Halee, with 
Pete Duryea, assistant engineer. Michael Bloomfield, guitar; Bob Dylan, 
rhythm guitar and harmonica; Bobby Gregg, drums; Paul Griffin, piano; 

AI Kooper, organ; Bruce Langhorne, tambourine; Joe Macho, Jr., bass 
guitar. Released as Columbia 45 43346 on July 20. First entered Billboard 
Hot tOo July 24. Highest chart position reached: number 2, September 
4. Number one that week: the Beatles, "Help." 



Prologue 

In Columbia Records Studio A on 15 June 1965, the singer is 
I 

t trying to find his way into his song, plinking notes on the 

I,
i
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piano. There's a feeling of uplift, dashed as soon as he begins 

to sing. His voice sounds as if it's just come back from the dry 

cleaners three sizes too small. He forces a few random notes 

out of his harmonica. The 3/4 beat is painful, weighing down 

J the already sway-backed melody until it falls flat on the 

ground. The organist pushes his way into the music, like a 

bystander at an accident determined to do something to 

help, no matter how hopeless: Are you all right? The tune dries 

up after a minute and a half. "The voice is gone, man," the 

singer says. "You want to try it again?" 
This and the following photographs from the first day of 

sessions for "Like a Rolling Stone," 15 June 1965, taken 

by Don Hunstein, Columbia Records. Here: Bob Dylan 

"It's a waltz, man," says the producer. 

"It's not a waltz," the singer says. 

at the piano, With lyrics, page after page. "May I have this dance?" 
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Prologue 

"Have you heard about the new Bob Dylan record?" 

"No, what about it)" 

"It's called 'Like a Rolling Stone.' Can you believe that? 

Like a Rolling Stone. Like he wants to join the band. Like he's a 

Rolling Stone." 

"What does it sound like?"
 

JJI don't know. It's not out yet. I read about it."
 

"You're kidding, right?"
 

"So who's the 'Napoleon in rags' the girl in the song used to 

laugh at? The music is great, the words are a bunch of non­
sense." 

"It's obviously Dylan himself. The language that he used.' 

It's like he's putting down someone who didn't like his songs." 

"He's not that stupid. That can't be it." 

"Yeah, so who is it if it's not him?" 

"I don't know. Martin Luther King?" 

Questioner: "What happens if they have to cut a song in half 

like 'Subterranean Homesick Blues')" 

Bob Dylan: "They didn't have to cut that in half." 

"They didn't have to but they did." 

"No, they didn't." 

"Yeah?" 

"You're talking about 'Like a Rolling Stone.'" 

Prologue 

"Oh,yea.h"

'They cut it in half for the disc jockeys. Well, you see, it
 

didn't matter for the disc jockeys if they had it cut in half, 

because the other side was just a continuation ... if anybody 

was interested they could just turn it over and listen to what 

really happens." 

-press conference, San Francisco, 3 December 1965 

A drum beat like a pistol shot. 

24 July 1965 was the day Bob Dylan's "Like a Rolling 

Stone" went into the charts. It was on the radio all across the 

U.S.A. and heading straight up. When drummer Bobby 

Gregg brought his stick down for the opening noise of the 

six-minute single, the sound-a kind of announcement, then 

a void of silence, then a rising fanfare, then the song-fixed a 

moment when all those caught up in modern music found 

themselves engaged in a running battle for a prize no one 

bothered to name: the greatest record ever made, perhaps, or 

the greatest record that ever would be made. "Where are we 

going? To the top?" the Beatles would ask themselves in the 

early 1960s, when no one but they knew. 'To the toppermost 

of the poppermostJ" they promised themselves, even before 

their manager Brian Epstein began writing London record 

companies on his provincial Liverpool stationary, promising 

that his new group would someday be bigger than Elvis.r 
~ But by 1965 everyone, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Bobl
[ 

i 
~ 

I 
l 
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Dylan, and whoever else could catch a ride on the train were 

topping each other month by month, as if carried by a flood. 

Was it the flood of fear and possibility that had convulsed 

much of the West since the assassination of President 

Kennedy less than two years before, a kind of nihilist free­

dom, in which old certainties were swept away like trees and 

cars? The utopian revolt of the Civil Rights Movement, or 

the strange cultures appearing in college towns and cities 

across the nation, in England, in Germany? No one heard the 

music on the radio as part of a separate reality. Every new hit 

seemed full of novelty, as if its goal was not only to top the 

charts but to stop the world in its tracks and then start it up 

again. What was the top? Fame and fortune, glamour and ~ 

style, or something else? A sound that you could leave ;;iI'

W
behind, to mark your presence on the earth, something that ;" 

~i 

('. 

would circulate in the ether of lost radio signals, somehow ! 
~ 

treceived by generations to come, or apprehended even by 

those who were already gone? The chance to make the times , 

Prologue 

own intelligence, to suspend the contest in a cul-de-sac of 

doubt. Three months later they came back with "(I Can't Get 

No) Satisfaction." It erased the doubt, and the race was on 

again. 

Bob Dylan had not really come close with "Subterranean 

Homesick Blues" in April, his first rock 'n' roll record after 

four albums-four folk albums that had nevertheless redrawn 

the pop map-and his first entry into the singles charts. The 

Beatles would dominate the second half of the year with "Yes­

terday" (was a record wi th nothi ng but strings sti 11 rock'n' 

roll? "Of course it is," said a friend. "John Lennon has to be 

playing one of the violins"), and end it with the coolly subtle 

Rubber Soul, the best album they would ever make. Barry 

McGuire would reach number one with "Eve of Destruction," 

an imitation-Dylan big-beat protest song. The Dylan imita­

tion was the hook, what grabbed you-and the production 

was so formulaic, so plainly a jump on a trend, that the for­

mula and the trend became hooks in themselves. In that sea­

speak in your own voice, or the chance to discover the voice son, to hear "Eve of Destruction" as a fake was also to 

recognize that the world behind it, a world of racism, war, f

of the times? ~  

f 
~. 

Early in the year the Beatles had kicked off the race with 
~; 

greed, starvation, and lies, was real-and, as if apocalypse
~  

the shimmering thrill of the opening and closing chords of 

"Eight Days a Week." No one could imagine a more joyous 

sound. In March the Rolling Stones put out the deathly, 

t,
i

I
l
l 

was itself just another hook, actually deserved to be 

destroyed. In the pop arena it seemed anything could hap­

pen; it seemed that month by month everything did. The 

race was not only between the Beatles, Bob Dylan, theoddly quiet "Play with Fire," a single that seemed to call the 
Rolling Stones, and everyone else. The pop world was in a whole pop equation of happiness, speed, and excitement into 
race with the greater world, the world of wars and elections,question: to undercut it with a refusal to be ashamed of one's 
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work and leisure, poverty and riches, white people and black 

people, women and men-and in t 965 you could feel that 

the pop world was winning. 

When people first heard about it, even before they first 

heard it, "like a Rolling Stone" seemed less like a piece of 

music than a stroke of upsmanship beyond pop ken. "Eight of 

the Top Ten songs were Beatles songs," Bob Dylan would 

remember years later, casting back to a day in Colorado, lis­

tening to John, PauC George, and Ringo soon after their 

arrival in the United States in 1964. "I knew they were point­

ing the direction where music had to go ... It seemed to me a 

definite line was being drawn. This was something that had 

never happened before." That was the moment that took Bob 
r-Dylan out of his folk singer's clothes-and now here he was, 

outflanking the Rolling Stones with a song about them. That 

was the word. ~' 
The pop moment, in that season, really was that deliri­ r 

~ 
~.

ous. But when the song hit the radio, when people heard it, ~' 

when they discovered that it wasn't about a band, they real­ ,
t 

ized that the song did not explain itself at all, and that they 

didn't care. In the wash of words and instruments, people 

understood that the song was a rewrite of the world itself. 
(

An old world was facing a dare it wasn't ready for; as the 
~.'

l 
~:>song traced its long arc across the radio, a world that was 
1:,,'

taking shape seemed altogether in flux. As the composer 
.§

Michael Pisaro wrote in 2004, "like a Rolling Stone" might 

be "a song that has as its backdrop some problems the guy 

Prologue 

narrating it is having with his gir1." It might be even more, a 

warning to someone for whom everything has always come 

easily, in times that are about to get rough, "but I am unable 

to hear it so simply: that is, that he (or the world) has done 

her the favor of stripping away her illUSions, and now she 

can live honestly." Pisaro goes on, in a few words that are 

like a launching pad: 

His conviction, the dead certainty that he has a right to say exactly 

this, is still exhilarating and bone-chilling. After all these years the 

song has not been dulled by time and repetition. 

In some ways it's also a difficult song to hear now, because it is a 

vision of a time that never came to pass. I may be wrong about thiS, 

since I was only four years old in 1965. But that time (or is it the 

time created by the song?) seems to have been the last moment in 

American history when the country might have changed, in a fun­

damental way, for the better. The song, even now, registers this 

possibility, brings it to a point, focuses your attention on it, and 

then forces you to decide what is to be done. 

His voice tells you this (tells you everything), he's not really 

talking to her-he's talking to you (and me; all of us), The voice is 

infinitely nuanced-at times an almost authoritarian monotone 

(not unlike Ginsberg reading "Howl"), at times compassionate, 

tragic (the voice of jacques-Louis David in his painting of 

Marat)-but also angry, vengeful, gleeful, ironic, weary, spectral, 

haranguing. And it would sound this way in Ancient Greek or con­

temporary Russian. There is so much desire and so much power in 

t
 
1
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this voice, translated into a sensitivity that enables it to detect tiny ft Dylan's performance of "Like a Rolling Stone" at the Holly­
&:Avibrations emanating from the earth. But like a Geiger counter 

wood Bowl on 3 September 1965, only the third time he had 
developing a will of its own, it wavers between trying to record the 

coming quake and trying to make it happen. This is where the song 
tp played the song in public, with the tune still finding its feet, 

~ and with some in the crowd booing the once-humble folk 
~stakes its claim on eternity. '4 singer who had gone for the pop charts: "He knew the songi~ 

'~ 

by heart. So did his audience." 
And then Pisaro is in the air, looking down as the song ; 

t 
continues to play and the landscape begins to convulse: ~ 1; 

r 
~' People then understood everything Pisaro is saying now. But 

What is the nature of the decision Dylan is driving towards? 
~' 

~ 

b. then the sense of moment ruled. Few had any reason to imag­
Whether you are going to forsake your past in the name of an ~  

it 

ine that in "Like a Rolling Stone" the pull of the past was as 
unknowable future, where nothing is certain, everything is up for 

~ 

I' 

~  strong as the pull of the future-and the pull of the future, 
grabs, no food, no home, just a wagon barreling down the road. It

;

f
 the future that first drum shot was announcing, the line it was 
~is not a sensible decision. Of course some at the time made ~ drawing, was very strong. There was no reason to wonder"fexactly this decision, but what strikes me about Dylan's song is t 
~i 

how many dead or vanished voices the song contained, or to
~'that he's not only asking you (and me) personally to make this ~ realize that along with the song's own named characters­

"Miss Lonely," the "Mystery Tramp," the "Diplomat"--or Phill
decision, he wants the whole country to do it: right now. As if a 

country could shed its past like snakeskin. As if, if we could see 
Spector and the Righteous Brothers' "You've Lost that Lovin'r 

I
i 

i
I
 

Feeling," from only months before, or even Ritchie Valens's 

"La Bamba," from 1958-present also were the likes of Son 

House, of Mississippi, with "My Black Mama" from 1930, 

Hank Williams with "Lost Highway" from 1949, or Muddy 

Waters in 1950, with "Rollin' Stone." So the Rolling Stones 

had named themselves-in the beginning, in London in 

1962, they were the Rollin' Stones. Which is to say that in 

our situation with clarity, we would realize we are already there. I 

have to hear this as a call for some kind of spontaneous revolution. 

Not necessarily a violent one; but undoubtedly a very strange one. 

What would a "Napoleon in rags" kind of country look like, act 

like? Lots of poor folks wandering the land, making speeches and 

barbeque? 

Or, as reviewer Shirley Poston put it in The Beat, the 
the alchemy of pop the first word about "Like a Rolling 

newsletter of the Los Angeles Top 40 station KRLA, after 
Stone" had been right after all. The song was about the 

t. 
Ii.. 
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Rolling Stones-if you follow the way the two words travel 

and the picture they make, how nothing in American vernac­

ular music holds still, how every phrase and image, every riff 

and chime, is always moving, state to state, decade to decade, 

never at home with whoever might claim it, always seeking a 

new body, a new song, a new voice. PART ONE 

~.  










