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Introduction: Bob Dylan, Teacher

 If I had to do it all over again, I’d be a schoolteacher—probably teach Roman history or theology. 

—Bob Dylan1

In Teaching Bob Dylan, both beginning and experienced teachers will find innovative pedagogical approaches and clear, practical, and adaptable strategies for designing or updating courses or parts of courses on the life and works of Bob Dylan. Our contributors, drawing on years of research and classroom experience, offer guidance on developing a range of American literature, history, and popular culture and music courses, or units within courses, that explore aspects of Dylan’s career from his earliest days as a rock and roller in Hibbing, Minnesota, to his latest recordings, writings, appearances on film, and more. Our veteran instructors take readers through their rationales for syllabus design, discuss strategies for teaching particular songs, albums, books, films, documentaries, and secondary sources, and share straightforward advice and in-class activities for helping students to make sense of Dylan’s many, sometimes seemingly mercurial, changes in musical direction, vocal style, personae, attire, and attitudes toward his music and audiences. Our teacher-scholars not only offer approaches for guiding students through Dylan’s lifelong, fitful immersion in the great American songbook, including deep soundings into a variety of musical styles, forms, and genres ranging from rock and roll to folk, the blues, roots, country, gospel, and the works of Frank Sinatra (to name just a few), but they also explore how to teach Dylan’s retreat, with a number of Canadian and American musicians, into the music, dark myths, and demonic inhabitants of what Greil Marcus has dubbed “the old, weird America.” In addition, they set the songwriter in his many musical, literary, cultural, political, historical, national, and transnational contexts and help make sense, in particular, of Dylan’s complex connections to the tumults of the 1960s, including the Civil Rights and anti-war movements, and his equally complex engagements with the Beats and the work of William Blake, Walt Whitman, Arthur Rimbaud, T.S. Eliot, and other luminaries of American and world literature.

Our teacher-scholars—all of the chapters grow out of the productive dialectic between research and pedagogy—model ways to bring primary and secondary sources to life in the classroom and online, and demonstrate tried-and-true strategies for engaging students at all levels, from the freshman seminar to upper division courses in diverse majors to adult and continuing education classes. They show how to include students in the latest debates in Dylan studies, and in the latest scholarly conversations in the fields of American literary studies, history, popular and cultural studies, African American studies, Latinx studies, border studies, cognitive theory, musicology, and more. In the appendices to the book, our contributors share their course designs and assignments; in the book’s essays, our writers share their classroom experiences, and their best takes on how—and why—to teach elements of the singer’s diverse creative (and commercial) enterprises. A number of our writers also share their reservations about centering a course, or parts of a course, on yet another white, male, cis, and traditionally successful and lauded artist, and model ways to bring questions of authority, history, taste, gender, sexuality, race, and more into classroom discussions and assignments.

As readers will see, we do not have one sort of institution or scholarly discipline in mind when thinking about and designing modules or courses on the music, career, life, and times of Bob Dylan. Our contributors teach in a variety of fields at a variety of public and private colleges and universities, and they work with a diverse range of students. In each chapter, our writers note the size and scope of the institutions where they teach, describe the course or unit they offer, make clear the year or level of the course, and reflect on the sort of students they seek to attract and engage. Some of our contributors, for example, work at community colleges, while others teach at research intensive, doctoral universities; some teach at liberal arts colleges, others at comprehensive universities, and a number work at large, land-grant state schools. Some of our instructors take Dylan as the subject matter of freshman intensive writing courses, while others include units on Dylan or Dylan and the Beats in survey or advanced American literature and popular culture courses. Some offer sections on Dylan’s gospel phase and its reception among the rock press in courses on American popular music; still others teach Dylan in American history courses. Some of our instructors work in the Northeast or Mid-Atlantic, several teach in the South, and others in the Midwest or Rocky Mountain west. In sum, the advice and strategies offered in this collection can, we hope, be adapted to suit the needs or interests of instructors and students at almost any type of institution in any part of the country (or farther afield); the pedagogical practices and issues explored here, we believe, can be tailored to work in classrooms ranging from high schools to doctoral institutions.

While the contributors model a range of courses, in-class activities, assignments, objectives, and pedagogical practices, and while they hold a variety of critical and theoretical investments that shape those pedagogical practices, they all share a conviction that instruction in the Humanities remains a vital, necessary component of secondary and higher education. While we are not in the business of “producing” better people, we are in the business of making our students into better, more discerning, intelligent, and critical readers, listeners, thinkers, and writers. In an era of political and cultural polarization in the United States and the rise of authoritarianism in countries throughout the West and around the world, a time of rampant lying, “alternative facts,” and everyday threats and acts of violence, we need, more than ever, the sort of rational, logical, practical, yet empathetic and humane toolkits for analyzing the words, creations, and actions of others that the Humanities offer.2 The Humanities (and Sciences), as core disciplines of higher education, offer students approaches, tools, concepts, languages, and more for interrogating and understanding the world and in presenting their approaches to teaching Dylan and his vast oeuvre, the contributors offer an abundance of practical advice on how to get students to engage with and analyze the work of a major American artist whose career has spanned much of the latter half of the American century and well into the global twenty-first century. Dylan does not, of course, have all the answers to life—as he remarked in the famous 1978 interview with Playboy, “If I wasn’t Bob Dylan, I’d probably think that Bob Dylan has a lot of answers myself”3—our teacher-scholars suggest that by studying an often enigmatic, runic musician, students can be drawn into essential, even profound conversations about what it means to be an American, a poet, folkie, rock’n’roller, performer, artist, lay minister, memoirist, (reluctant) activist, historian, fan, thief, wearer of masks, fabulist, and persistent, seemingly tireless performer, road musician, songwriter (and re-writer), and more. In studying Dylan, students can reflect on and analyze what it means to rename or reinvent yourself, to journey from the Iron Range to Greenwich Village in the 1960s, to write songs that cut to the heart of the American experience, to be famous and then too famous, and to think about what it means (and what it takes) to retreat from the heights of Olympus, to sabotage a career deliberately, and then to live a long and immensely productive life immersed in music and art, to follow one’s muse wherever it might lead, to be changeable, inventive, abrupt, cryptic, ironic, deceptive, contrary, aloof, intelligent, and more. Rather than engaging in hagiography, our contributors, collectively, explore strategies for making our students smarter, more engaged, critical, and compassionate thinkers; they explore ways to get our students to be more understanding, judicious, active, and even skeptical appreciators and analyzers of art and the breadth, diversity, and complexity of the American experience.


Why Dylan? Why Now?

If Dylan is not having a cultural moment quite like, say, Taylor Swift in 2023, we can say that he has, in recent times, had a number of very good years. To begin, we can cite perhaps his most famous accolade: in 2016, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature “for having created new poetic expressions within the great American song tradition.”4 While a number of writers and musicians were critical of the selection—as Irvine Welsh infamously remarked, “I’m a Dylan fan, but this is an ill conceived nostalgia award wrenched from the rancid prostates of senile, gibbering hippies”5—many lauded the committee. As Salman Rushdie wrote, “We live in a time of great lyricist-songwriters—Leonard Cohen, Paul Simon, Joni Mitchell, Tom Waits—but Dylan towers over everyone […]. The frontiers of literature keep widening, and it’s exciting that the Nobel prize recognizes that.”6

If we set aside, as old news, his 2001 Oscar win for “Things Have Changed” from Wonder Boys, do not count his multiple Grammy nominations and wins (as both a solo act and a Traveling Wilbury), including, in 1991, a “Lifetime Achievement Award,” and also ignore his 1988 induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, 2009 National Medal of Arts, 2012 Presidential Medal of Freedom, and 2013 Officier de la Legion d’honneur and at least two honorary doctorates and numerous other awards and accolades, Dylan, in 2016, sold a personal archive of lyrics, drafts, poems, photographs, artwork, and more, to the George Kaiser Family Foundation and the University of Tulsa for “an estimated $15-$20 million.”7 The sale enabled the establishment of the Bob Dylan Center, a museum and research center dedicated to his life and work. And, in 2020, he sold his catalog of over six hundred songs to Universal Music for more than $300 million in what, according to the New York Times, was perhaps “the biggest acquisition ever of music publishing rights of a single songwriter.”8 Whatever one might think of the awards industry, artist museums, and the money side of music, Dylan has been doing well in the last decade, and more.

If Dylan’s national and international acclaim as a musician has perhaps never been higher—save, of course, for that remarkable, fervent period in the 1960s when he became a cultural icon and then found it all too much—he has also, in recent years, published a number of works. Although Dylan’s first book, Tarantula, a collection of prose poems published in 1971 and inspired by the writings of the Beats, Rimbaud, Blake, and John Lennon, among others, was not well-received, his memoir, Chronicles: Volume One, published in 2004, spent a number of weeks on the New York Times ’ nonfiction bestseller list and was a finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award for Biography. In 2022, he released The Philosophy of Modern Song, a collection of short, sometimes effusive, sometimes digressive, sometimes problematic free-association essays on a variety of recordings that was included on a number of best books lists; while some reviewers, including Jody Rosen, found the book to be “misogynist” and the title to be a typically Dylanesque “joke” at the expense of Dylanologists “and, maybe, a jibe at the pointy-heads in Stockholm who awarded him the 2016 Nobel Prize in literature,”9 Chris Willman, writing in Variety, called it “absolutely one of the best books about popular music ever written.”10 Along the way, Dylan has also published a number of works collecting his lyrics or drawings, paintings, and sculptures.

In recent years, Dylan’s life and times also have been the subject of several major documentaries, feature films, interviews, and countless newspaper and magazine articles, biographies, scholarly studies, and monographs. Martin Scorsese, for example, has released two celebrated films “about” Dylan, the lengthy documentary, No Direction Home: Bob Dylan, in 2005, and the fabumentary, Rolling Thunder Revue: A Bob Dylan Story by Martin Scorsese, in 2019. In 2007, Todd Haynes released I’m Not There, a brilliant, albeit not universally acclaimed study of Dylan’s notoriously multitudinous nature starring, among others, Christian Bale, Cate Blanchett, Marcus Carl Franklin, Richard Gere, and Heath Ledger. Some of his interviews have been collected in Bob Dylan: The Essential Interviews (2017) and Dylan on Dylan: Interviews and Encounters (2018), and there are many biographies and scholarly studies, many of the best written by our contributors, including Graley Herren’s Dreams and Dialogues in Dylan’s Time Out of Mind (2021), David R. Shumway’s Rock Star: The Making of Musical Icons from Elvis to Springsteen (2014), and Richard F. Thomas’s Why Bob Dylan Matters (2017). Our scholar-teachers have also contributed to two landmark collections: The Cambridge Companion to Bob Dylan (2009), edited by Kevin J. H. Dettmar, includes a contribution by Shumway, and The World of Bob Dylan (2021), edited by Sean Latham, contains work by Leigh H. Edwards, Shumway, and Gayle Wald.

Other major studies by notable Dylanologists include Greil Marcus’s The Old Weird America (Updated Edition 2011) and Folk Music: A Bob Dylan Biography in Seven Songs (2022), Mike Marquesee’s Wicked Messenger: Bob Dylan and the 1960s (2005), Christopher Ricks’s Dylan’s Visions of Sin (2003), Seth Rogovoy’s Bob Dylan: Prophet, Mystic, Poet (2009), Elijah Wald’s Dylan Goes Electric!: Newport, Seeger, Dylan, and the Night that Split the Sixties (2015), Paul Williams’s Bob Dylan: Performing Artist series (1991–2005), David Yaffe’s Bob Dylan: Like a Complete Unknown (2011), and many more. And, if all of this were not enough, we can add that The Dylan Review, a scholarly journal co-edited by contributor Paul Haney, was founded in 2019 “to provide a forum for rigorous intellectual exploration of Bob Dylan’s art.” In short, in recent years, and as David Kinney writes, the study of all aspects of Dylan’s life and work has become a small industry and he seems, by times, to inspire the sort of compulsive fervor that one sees in, say, Joyceans and Shandeans:

We who listen too hard are compelled to do things that are difficult to talk about. We devour millions of words of scholarship on his life and work. We spend hours arguing about his songs. We celebrate new albums as important events; they help us mark time in our own lives. We manage towering collections of bootlegs and hunt down underground tapes.11


Needless to say, the songwriter has also been the focus of courses, or parts of courses, at colleges and universities across the country, and has been so widely known and discussed in both popular and scholarly cultures for so long, that the time is right for a how-to collection, from experienced Dylanologists, on teaching the music and times of Bob Dylan. While no collection can be all things Dylan to all people, the contributors offer useful tools, concepts, and approaches that can be adapted for teaching any phase of Dylan’s long and complex career; instructors at all levels can use the strategies and methods here to teach Dylan’s country music ( John Wesley Harding, Nashville Skyline, or the soundtrack to Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid ), his mid-period returns to form ( Blood on the Tracks or Oh Mercy ), the widely celebrated, late period trilogy ( Time Out of Mind, “Love and Theft, ” and Modern Times ), or the haunting, elegiac late style meditations on Whitman, multitudes, the self, mortality, the assassination of JFK, the 1960s, and America ( Rough and Rowdy Ways and “Murder Most Foul”). The ways of getting students to think about, discuss, and write about Dylan here can also be retooled to examine his painting and sculpture (and their relationships to his music) or to talk about his various commercial enterprises (including his role as “co-creator” of Heaven’s Door, “a collection of handcrafted American Whiskeys”12). In short, we hope that readers of this collection will be inspired to update or create new courses and modules on Dylan and American literature, history, and popular music and culture. Where Dylan stands in the pantheon of American and world greats—or whether the question itself matters—remains a matter for debate, but we are confident that his life and work deserve an even greater presence in classrooms across the United States (and beyond its borders).



Bob Dylan, Modernist/Bob Dylan, Student & Teacher

Paradoxically, Dylan’s career in folk music, where the creative uses of traditional song replace the demand for novelty, aligned the artist with an earlier generation of modernist writers who insisted that the only way to truly “make it new” as the poet Ezra Pound stated, was for the artist to adopt a stylized, highly cultivated relation to the art of the past that somehow simultaneously honors and renovates tradition. Dylan’s own artistic practice seems fully in step with the formulas outlined by Pound’s mentee T. S. Eliot in his 1919 essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” Here Eliot argues that what readers take to be poetic novelty is mostly a chimera, an effect produced by the artist’s stealth rearrangement of the poetic forms of the past.13 The reality behind the illusion of novelty, Eliot insists, is the fact of the poet’s prior immersion in the history of poetic forms. Eliot’s precepts build on the French symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud’s insight that the poetic “I” is always “another,” and that in the process of recovering the past the poet both attains a critical detachment from selfhood and comprehends its fundamental mutability: lessons that also seem to inform Dylan’s artistic practice over the course of his career.

Walter Benjamin’s declaration that revolutionary change consists in taking a “tiger’s leap into the past” rather than seizing the moment may get us even closer to the core of Dylan’s aesthetic. Like Eliot, Benjamin challenges our intuitive understanding that the past exists only to serve the present or future. For Benjamin, the past is neither static nor a stable point of origin, but a primary catalyst for explosive change.14 The revolutionary moment transpires when the past captures the present, turning it into its own feeling register. Dylan fans are no doubt familiar with the singer’s first and perhaps most audacious “tiger’s leap,” represented by the songs that came to be known as the Basement Tapes, the music that Dylan made in semi-retirement in 1967 along with the musicians then known as the Hawks and soon to be known as the Band.

Thanks to Marcus’s pathbreaking study, The Old, Weird America, we now know that Dylan’s most prolific period of creativity as a songwriter was the product of the singer’s concerted, immersive study of the American musical tradition. In this case, “tradition” included more than music: we know from several contemporary witnesses that Dylan was also studying the Hebrew Bible, which was prominently displayed on the singer’s dining table at the time. In many respects, the songs on the so-called basement tapes represent Dylan’s Biblical “makeover,” more than a decade before the singer’s conversion to Christianity. Dylan’s Bible reading seems to have merged in his imagination—or, as Michael Booth argues in this collection, conceptually blended—with the story-songs on an earlier cultural touchstone for the singer, Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Songs. The resulting mash-up produced what can justly be described as a revolution in Dylan’s own songwriting. Gone were expansive, word-laden epic songs like “Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands”: Dylan’s new songs were shorter, although no less rich in imagery, set in a world far removed from the cityscapes that once served as the central reference point for his music. The new songs were set in a timeless past, and less songs than song fragments, elliptical tales about mysterious characters whose motivations were obscure to the listener, to the characters themselves, and one sensed, to the songwriter. Dylan’s new songs were puzzles with most of the pieces missing.

In typical modernist fashion, Dylan had stylized the American musical past in order to create the effect of “timelessness.” Dylan’s modernist engagement with tradition required him to become a student once more as well as play the role of instructor. Appropriately enough, the earliest sessions for the Basement Tapes consisted of Dylan teaching his band mates a score of older songs by other artists that only the singer knew about. In Robbie Robertson’s retrospective view, the rehearsal sessions had a clear pedagogical purpose: to overcome the group’s resistance to history, and prepare them to make the tiger leap. As Robertson recalls,

With the covers Bob was educating us a little …. The whole folkie thing was still very questionable to us—it wasn’t the train we came in on …. He remembered too much, remembered too many songs too well. He’d come over to Big Pink, or wherever we were, and pull out some old song—and he’d prepped for this.15


The story of the recording of the Basement Tapes is central to the Dylan mythos, and many of Dylan’s fans regard the songs of this period as a creative highpoint. However, while the songs on the basement tapes may represent a singular achievement, it is hardly the only time where Dylan will adopt the role of teacher/scholar. As Lauren Onkey suggests in her chapter in this volume, Dylan’s pedagogic impulses bind one of the singer’s most beloved periods of creative activity to what is also arguably his most maligned. As Onkey observes, Dylan’s decision to have the Gospel singers who accompanied him on his concert tours after his very public conversion to Christianity was in part an attempt to “tutor” white rock audiences in the musical roots of rock and roll. Dylan’s raw-nerved comments on the hostile audience reaction to the revered singers who opened his shows in the early 1980s, published only a few years later in the liner notes to the 1985 multi-album career retrospective Biograph, suggest a teacherly frustration with unruly, uncaring students:

Regina McCrary played with me for a while. She’s the daughter of Preacher Sam McCrary from Nashville who used to have the old gospel group the Fairfield Four. Anyway, she would open these shows with a monologue about a woman on a train. She was so incredibly moving. I wanted to expose people to that sort of thing because I loved it, and it’s the real roots of all modern music, but nobody cared. College kids showed the most disrespect. I mean it was fierce …. they were shouting abuses at the girls that were singing with me. It was a little on the sick side. I mean sometimes it’s not to your benefit to mess with some things that are above your reach. You don’t want to show yourself to be too stupid. I was a little embarrassed for these people but I didn’t let it show.16


Clearly, Teacher Dylan’s patience had reached its limits. In the mid-1960s, Dylan’s steely determination to “go electric” and tour with a rock and roll group in the face of public resentment suggested an Olympian disdain for the traditional rules of “show business,” in particular the rule that held that musicians must also be crowd pleasers. Nearly two decades later, Dylan reveals himself to be vulnerable, unusually so, to audience disapproval, and both disappointed and puzzled by an audience who refuses to respond to his “lesson plans.”



Cultural Authority and “Bob Dylan”

Although Dylan’s early interviews are full of invective against the stultifying effects of schooling on the imagination, his musical traditionalism had an obvious pedagogic component that made the singer an obvious candidate—or easy prey—for academic study. However, Dylan’s creative affinities with the modernist literary giants are hardly the only reason why the singer-songwriter remains “God’s gift to English departments,” as Dettmar memorably put it.17 As Ryan Hibbett observes, a wide array of cultural forces and institutions have collaborated in the making of Dylan’s canonization and made it seem both natural and inevitable. More specifically, Hibbett points to the changes brought about in contemporary taste cultures by a burgeoning rock press that insisted on the intrinsic artistic value of mid-1960s “rock,” in isolation from the “rock and roll” music of the 1950s. Intentionally or not, such claims set white rock performers like Dylan and the Beatles apart from the multiracial “rock and roll” music and musicians that preceded and inspired them. And, as Hibbett observes, Dylan occupies a privileged place in the exalted “Beatles and Bob” dyad. Since Dylan was frequently acknowledged by Lennon, McCartney, and Harrison as a primary influence and inspiration for their new artistic aspirations as songwriters, one could argue that Dylan is always-already a cut above, the father figure who “[preserves] throughout the role of mentor, distanced as a solo artist from the Beatles boy-band origins and by his insular mystique from their unrivaled place in the limelight.”18 In other words, Dylan perpetually exists on a higher cultural plane than the Beatles, who can never be separated from the history of their massive commercial success and their origins in pop music, pure and simple.

In short, if Dylan had never existed, it might have been necessary for rock critics to invent him. Along with the Beatles but more so, he has come to serve as the cornerstone for any claims that are made for rock’s art status. And, while Robert Zimmerman made a career out of breaking the rules of the entertainment business, the “Bob Dylan” of taste culture plays a crucial role in upholding our current ideas about the cultural mainstream. This Dylan is not only God’s gift to English departments but to the captains of the culture industry as well, with “God” signifying the numerous institutional sites—the Arts section in magazines and major newspapers, State sponsored Art Galas like the Kennedy Center Awards, and yes, Nobel Prize Committees—that help create and manage the flow of cultural capital. In Hibbett’s sweeping (and thoroughly disheartening) summary of this state of affairs, the name “Bob Dylan” has “come to function ubiquitously as a touchstone among networks of taste-bearers, an essential piece of cultural capital and testament to the existence of ‘the good stuff’ and of the people who know it when they hear it.”19

Still, while we are grateful to Hibbett for clarifying the singer’s unintended but significant role in reinforcing the contemporary structures of our taste culture, we admit we still love Dylan’s music and want to learn more about him, and we hope our continued curiosity about the singer signifies something more than the sturdiness of our ideological programming. (On this point, we take heart in the fact that Hibbett admits that he’s a Dylan fan, too.)20 That said, our contributors are well aware of Hibbett’s central point: that despite the wayward path Bob Dylan has followed throughout his career, whatever the singer’s relation to zones of authority and power structures may be or have been, and regardless of the singer’s allegiances to those on the cultural margins, “Bob Dylan” mainly represents the cultural mainstream.

Broadly speaking, our contributors respond to the state of affairs in one of two ways. One group utilizes Dylan’s immense cultural authority as a means to illuminate the cultural margins that the artist often championed or, in a more critical view, appropriated for his own ends. This first group adopts a dual perception of “Bob Dylan.” They instruct their students in the history of the singer’s musical
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to establish relevant cultural and theoretical contexts for Bob Dylan; to help students analyze his multiple stage personas and media image, and how he questions the concept of a coherent self and the subjective idea of authenticity; to think about the relationships between different mediums and genres; to understand relevant contexts for documentary film and techniques for writing about film; and to ponder how to provide deep levels of socio-historical contexts for the texts we wish to analyze.
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