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  WHY DOES DYLAN MATTER TO US?


  THERE’S A MOMENT WHEN ALL OLD THINGS


  BECOME NEW AGAIN


  —BOB DYLAN


  Bob Dylan’s Blonde on Blonde was one of two albums I packed in the trunk I sent from New Zealand to Ann Arbor, Michigan, in the early summer of 1974. The other was Songs of Leonard Cohen. I was twenty-three years old and had sold off the rest of my record collection to finance a two-month backpacking trip through Greece, before starting my doctoral studies at the University of Michigan. The trip to Greece was my first, but I had been fascinated by the Greeks and Romans since the age of nine, growing up in Auckland, New Zealand, half a world away from where their civilizations rose and fell. I arrived in Ann Arbor on August 18, 1974, days after Richard Nixon resigned from the presidency, ready to begin my professional life as a scholar and teacher of classical literature. My trunk finally arrived in October, and its familiar contents were a welcome sight. Along with the survivors of my record collection, that trunk contained the few classical texts I had accumulated as an undergraduate: the writings of Homer and Virgil, the epic poets of Greece and Rome, along with Sappho, Catullus, Horace, and Ovid, the brilliant lyric poets and love poets whose work captures what it means to live and love, to win and lose, to grieve and celebrate, and to grow old and die. For two thousand years, their poetry has fired the minds and imaginations of philosophers and poets, painters, sculptors and musicians, dreamers and lovers.


  For the past forty years, as a classics professor, I have been living in the worlds of the Greek and Roman poets, reading them, writing about them, and teaching them to students in their original languages and in English translation. I have for even longer been living in the world of Bob Dylan’s songs, and in my mind Dylan long ago joined the company of those ancient poets. He is part of that classical stream whose spring starts out in Greece and Rome and flows on down through the years, remaining relevant today, and incapable of being contained by time or place. That’s why Dylan matters to me, and that’s what this book is about.


  From the beginning of his musical career, Bob Dylan has been working with artistic principles, and attitudes toward composition, revision, and performance, that bear many similarities to those of the ancients. He has also been living and writing in a world that bears many striking similarities to that of the ancient Romans, whose republic was the model on which the Founding Fathers built our own system. I believe that Dylan early on came to recognize this similarity, and it has been reflected in the worlds he creates for us in his music ever since.


  Cullen Murphy’s 2007 book, Are We Rome?, addresses this question, arguing that our time (Dylan’s time) looks quite a bit like for the most part that of the Romans at various moments in their more than thousand-year history. According to Cullen, the ties that bind the two cultures include the condition of being a superpower, tensions caused by ethnic differences, the persistent memory of civil wars long after the last battle was fought, a sense of the fragility of political structures and decline of the human condition, the relaxation of moral and religious bonds, and a pushback against the countercultures.


  At the heart of it, Rome around the last century BC and the beginnings of the first century AD and America in the second half of the twentieth share a sense of modernity, by which I mean a few things. By then Rome had more or less established herself as the dominant power in the Mediterranean world. The absence of serious external enemies, along with the sheer size of her empire, led to competing struggles among those whose task it was to govern the state and extend and defend its vast borders. Starting in the middle of the century these competing forces clashed, and a series of civil wars led to the elimination—by death on the battlefield, murder, and assassination—of one figure after another, along with the defeat of the ideals or interests they represented. The names are well known: Pompey the Great, Julius Caesar, Brutus, Mark Antony, all killed in a succession of bloody civil wars that went on for eighteen years. By around 30 BC, Augustus Caesar as he would be renamed, the last man standing, delivered the final blow to the republic and stepped in as the first emperor of Rome.


  This period of political uncertainty coincided with the emergence of a brilliant succession of poets and other writers, as happens at moments of political and national crisis or greatness: Athens in the fifth century BC, Elizabethan England, America and Great Britain between the two world wars—the rise of the so-called Moderns. Such moments give rise to a heightened sense of the past, along with uncertainties about the future. In each of these periods new art forms responded to what was happening, disrupting the old forms and traditions, busting them up, renewing what had gone before, moving into uncharted territory. The Roman poets in question will become familiar in the pages that follow: Catullus, Virgil, Horace, and Ovid. Others would have filled out their ranks, but their texts did not survive the centuries. Their art addressed the large issues of their day, the perilous state of their world, and the aftermath of civil war. Similarly, Dylan’s art would speak to the horrors of the wars of his day, the Second World War and the cold war that followed, historic episodes like the Cuban missile crisis, and the fear of nuclear warfare, eventually Vietnam, even Iraq. And in both cases, through music and poetry that would prove to be enduring, memorable, and meaningful to ages beyond their own, Dylan and the ancients explore the essential question of what it means to be human.


  Dylan’s songs have been part of my song memory since my mid-teens, but it would be decades before they became more fully aligned in my mind with the Greek and Roman poets I was beginning to read back then. And it was chiefly in the twenty-first century that Dylan started to reference, borrow from, and “creatively reuse” their work in his own songs. I first began to make the connection after a trip to the coast of Normandy, where I had been invited in the spring of 2001 to give a lecture at the University of Caen on Virgil and other Roman poets. My host, Catharine Mason, a linguistics professor there, met me at the train station. She suggested that instead of touring the town, pretty much pummeled out of its historical state before the D-Day invasion of June 6, 1944, we might head for the beach. That sounded good to me, so I followed her to the parking lot. As we got into her car and she turned the key in the ignition, music came blasting from her car stereo. As we’ve all done, she had gotten out of the car earlier without thinking to turn down the volume, and the familiar bars of Dylan’s “Idiot Wind,” then and now one of my favorite songs, urgently interrupted our tentative conversation:


  You hurt the ones that I love best and cover up the truth with lies


  One day you’ll be in the ditch, flies buzzin’ around your eyes


  Blood on your saddle


  Our conversation quickly turned to Dylan, to that song and its importance. For Catharine, a single mother who had recently gone through a divorce, and an American expatriate bringing up two young sons in France, the breakup song had powerful personal resonance. She had gotten hooked on Dylan twenty-five years after I had, with his 1990 album Under the Red Sky, whose nursery rhyme and fairy-tale traditions became part of the rhythm of bringing up her two young sons. As we walked on what had been Sword Beach, landing point for the British Third Division on D-Day, she talked about her plans for a conference on the performance art of Dylan. Did I want to give a paper at her conference, and maybe even co-edit the proceedings into a volume, she asked? I said sure, not really knowing how I would find a way into the topic. But in the back of my mind, I was thinking about how the songs from Dylan’s 1997 album, Time Out of Mind, had lately begun somehow to remind me of the work of the Roman poets. Still, I had yet to share this insight with anyone.


  It was not until many months after my trip to Caen, soon after September 11, 2001, the day that permanently changed the modern world, that what I would present at the Dylan conference became clear to me. Dylan’s album “Love and Theft” came out on that day, and I
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Afterword

Tip of the Iceberg in Tulsa: The Making of an Epic

YOU SAW THE TITANIC SINK IN A BOGGY CREEK

—BOB DYLAN, 2016 NOBEL LECTURE IN LITERATURE

I had not planned to write an afterword to this book, but that all changed on May 30, 2018, following a visit to the Bob Dylan Archive housed in the University of Tulsa’s Helmerich Center for American Research. An encounter with a folder there that is part of Dylan’s archive gave me incredible new insight into the world of his songwriting.

On May 25, 2018, I made my first trip to the annual Duluth Dylan Fest, where I gave a talk as part of the proceedings to celebrate the seventy-seventh birthday of that city’s native son. While there I visited the home in which Bob Dylan spent his first six years; stood six feet from the stage at the Armory from which Buddy Holly “transmitted something” to the seventeen-year-old; admired “Shakespeare’s in the Alley,” the massive visual hanging display of Dylan lyrics created by Wisconsin artist Skye; and heard excellent Dylan covers from the band Cowboy Angel Blue at Carmody Irish Pub on E Superior Street. Following the pilgrimage, I set out for three days of research in the Tulsa archive, driving there by way of Red Wing, Minnesota, stopping for lunch at the St. James Hotel, staying overnight in Hannibal, Missouri, with thoughts of Huck and Tom, and following their trail on down the Mississippi, then out west. The archive’s opening had been officially announced on March 23, 2017, and researchers began visiting in the fall of that year. I had visited briefly in December, a month after this book came out, and had seen enough to know that I would be back.

The archive has a box, Box 105, containing eight folders, one for each of the seven songs of Tempest (2012), with a further folder of miscellaneous materials. Folder 04 turns out to be of momentous importance for our understanding of how a Bob Dylan song comes to be. In that box are six drafts of the song “Tempest,” some double-sided, some on hotel stationery, one on three pages of a smaller memo pad. Dylan’s handwriting, often tiny but almost always legible, covers the surface of some sixteen sides. Most of the pages can be dated. The drafts in this folder provide deep insight into the chaotic, creative, ever-moving, and endlessly imaginative mind of Bob Dylan the songwriter.

On May 29, 2010, Bob Dylan had started a twenty-five-concert European tour in Athens, which ended on the fourth of July in Limerick, Ireland. One page (draft 2) has no letterhead, but is written on European standard A4 paper, so like the rest it must date to sometime after Dylan arrived in Greece in late May. The other five can be localized and dated, at least for their terminus post quem (“limit after which”), the earliest date at which each draft was started or completed, these being the concert dates for each of the cities involved: the Grand Hyatt (1), Istanbul, Turkey (May 31), situated an eight-minute walk from the Titanic City Hotel; the Holiday Inn (3) in Skopje, Macedonia (June 4)—three pages with different stages of drafts; the Steinberger Hotel (4) in Linz, Austria (June 12); the Abano Grand Hotel (5), in Abano Terme, outside Padua, Italy (June 15); and the Gran Hotel Lakua (6) in Vitoria, Spain, (June 26). Each stop provided hotel stationery that, on the day of arrival and/or the days following, was used to construct drafts of the song. It is fairly safe to guess that (2), earlier than (3) in its song drafts, comes like (1) from Istanbul, or else Bucharest (June 2) or Sofia (June 3), hotels unknown.

The Bob Dylan Archive received them all in a folder from the Holiday Inn at Skopje (3), and the performer clearly carried the folder from town to town and may have used all pages right up to the end of June, so the song’s progress is not strictly linear. That said, the last two drafts, (5) and (6), are much closer to the final version. There are also verses in the song of which I found no drafts on any of the pages, so while some sections are pretty much final, the entire song presumably came together in a written or typed version, of which there is no trace, sometime after June 26.

That this well-marked trail starts out in Istanbul is worth noting, whether or not it is connected to his proximity to the Titanic City Hotel. Bob Dylan is intensely interested in origins and hometowns, and as he puts it in Chronicles: Volume One, “My grandmother’s ancestors had been from Constantinople [Istanbul].” Dylan first performed there on June 26, 1989, in between shows in Italy and Greece, singing twenty-one songs, four or five more than at most of the other stops, and including the only known performance of Jimmy Work’s beautiful and intensely nostalgic “Making Believe.” As Dylan puts it in the song “Mississippi,” “you can always come back, but you can’t come back all the way.” He returned for a third concert in Istanbul on June 20, 2014.

BOB DYLAN AT WORK

There is next to nothing but song fragments and lyrics from versions of “Tempest” on any of the pages, almost always metrical except for two lines at the head of (4), a joke in rhyme and in a different meter, clearly not destined for the song:

        They say old age is special / You feel a certain glow

        If I ever get there I will let you know 


Everything else has to do with the song, almost from the moment of conception to the final version. By the end of the trail (6), the first seventeen verses are more or less set, though there are verses that would not make it to the final version, and no sign of verse 13 (“Lights down in the hallway …”). The process begins with lists; on one page (4, sheet 3, verso) at the top are numbered words and phrases:

ugly


	on the gilded balustrade   Tempest tore a gash

	double bottom hull     300 feet wide     into

	top deck     on the starboard     the

	from the staircase to the dome     side     hull

	icefield

	in terror / 29 boiler / propeller / engine

	watertight compartments overflowed

	300ft gash in hull

	below the waterline

	the bow was going down



The bottom half of the page is less ordered but full of vivid phrases:

on dark black night of dread

on the 14th day of April — she was streaming 

29 boilers compartment water tight









	[illegible]
	
	in the darkness



	
	
	heading west












	sudden crash
	
	



	cut
	
	icefield up ahead



	beneath
	
	windward into the west



	300
	
	




five hundred

20 knots an hour

a sudden jolt

in less than

watertight compartments








	overflowing
	icefield



	into the bow
	ahead




 On another page (4, sheet 1, recto) Dylan has written two columns, separated by a vertical line, with a partially alphabetically ordered thesaurus.

On the right, he stops listing momentarily, as “disembark” seems to create in his mind the genesis of what will become the second half of verse 25—“Not one of them would ever live to / Tell the tale or disembark”—which would become “of disembark” in the official lyrics, though still “or” here and in the recording of the song.

But beyond words there are scores of phrases, lines, and partial lines, always with the meter and rhythm of the epic song detectable, whether or not they would make the cut: “Mandrake the magician,” “kill the food supply,” “The dead men told no tale” (1); “horses were all screaming,” “pistols pikes and daggers,” “on the wild side of life,” “liquor on his breath,” “Edwardian gilded coach,” “English Royal oak,” “gilded cage of gold,” “Factory girls were spinning” (2); “purple curtain stateroom” (3); “door began to rattle” (4). Draft (3) contains the sole evidence in the folder for the song’s (and the album’s) title: “Tempest blew hole”; “Tempest tore a gash.”







	-alley
	prom
	         port



	gangway
	nest 
	         hole



	make [?] hatch
	
	



	knots an hour
	bow
	promenade



	quarter deck
	brig 
	to the bow



	
	bulkhead
	



	str- captain
	cabin
	



	watch-
	captain
	



	stateroom
	crows nest
	



	
	------
	



	port of call
	disembark
	



	prow
	   none of them
	



	balcony
	   would live to
	



	
	   tell the tale
	



	deckchair
	      or disembark
	



	water steward 
	Funnel smokestack 
	



	
	         (keel)
	



	starboard side
	
	




Then there are what would in the official song become couplets, the AB of the ABAB sequence of the full verse, usually written as one line with a forward slash (/) or series of dots ( …) dividing the two halves: “Calvin Blake and Wilson / Standing there at ease,” “the barometer was dropping / ceiling caving in” (2); “The wedding guests were cheering / The poor were down below (3).” These orphans are rare, however, and even when the couplet is incomplete the rhyme is what drives it all, as in (4):







	 
	Hands [?] are on the wheel



	try to hold …
	tons of ivory and steel




But in almost all the other cases there is a comprehensible rhyming couplet, more than forty of them, with next to none quite at the finished stage of the forty-five that would make up the song. Here are just three, the first likely penned for amusement and never meant to make it:


        A cat was caught hopping … all along the Promenade

        They never thought that it could happen … they were shocked and dismayed

        Brother rose up against brother … one look was all it took

        They slaughtered, tortured imprisoned each other … by the rule and by the book [1]
 
        The chandelier HAD shattering / Husbands left their wives

        Wide-eyed boys and farmers / fleeing for their lives. [2]

These are essentially rejected, with only one intact survivor (“Brother rose up against brother”), with its suggestion of civil war, a favorite theme of Dylan’s, incongruous as it might seem on the sinking ship. The next line is shortened and improved (“They fought and slaughtered each other”) and the chandelier ends up “swaying,” again a poetic improvement. In all of this, the hard work that is part of Bob Dylan’s genius is evident throughout. The many drafts show his wit, imagination, experimentation, and ability to transpose phrases, verses, and themes until he gets it just right.

ALL ABOARD! PASSENGER LIST

The players in Dylan’s epic also changed, coming and going until what he arrives at is on the mark. “The squire, colonel and the salesman” (4) are three of the many “nameless here forevermore”—as the song puts it—who don’t make the final cut. As for those named, we could start with Leo, obviously Leonardo DiCaprio, playing Jack Dawson, who in the song as in the film is an artist: “Leo took his sketchbook / He was often so inclined”—with the wry humor of the second line. We might have expected, to match Leo, a Kate (Winslet), playing Rose Dewitt Bukater in the 1997 blockbuster. What we get instead is a rhyming Cleo in verse 33, where the shout-out to Leo takes a decided turn: “Leo said to Cleo / ‘I think I’m going mad’ / But he’d lost his mind already / Whatever mind he had.” Cleo is nowhere in the drafts at Tulsa, but Rose (not Kate) is:

        Cupid struck his bosom / and caught him in a trap

        Rose came close up to him / he flung his heart into her lap [3, sheet 1, verso]

On the next sheet the same couplet, except now “Rose was young and pretty,” which wouldn’t hold out long. Other fragments reminiscent of the movie disappear in the writing, as the song distances itself from and takes the place of the film: there is no trace for instance in the final version of the “Edwardian gilded coach” (2) where Jack and Rose get together in the film.

THE WATCHMAN, THE DUTCHMAN, AND THE CAPTAIN

In the 1927 Carter Family song “The Titanic” the watchman’s dream gets one of the seven verses—a total exactly one-ninth of the length of “Tempest”:

The watchman was a dreaming

Yes dreaming a sad, sad dream

He dreamed the Titanic was sinking

Out on the deep blue sea 


The watchman functions as the chief structuring element of Dylan’s song, with its repeated opening: “The watchman he lay [“lay there” in verse 17] dreaming.” He first appears after the opening five verses (verse 6), then after a following ten verses (verse 17), and then after another twenty verses (verse 38). This lengthening of the song’s “scenes,” before each of the choral refrains, allows an increase in the buildup of the epic, particularly with all the characters coming onstage in the twenty-verse section, except for Leo (verse 7) and the captain, who gets half of the final six-line section, which itself functions almost as epilogue, framed by the final two watchman verses (38 and 45): three verses for the captain, and three for the Reaper and the news reaching land. In the Carter Family intertext the watchman wakes up (‘he rose and called the rich man”), and we assume he goes down with the ship. In “Tempest” he never wakes up, as the entire song functions as his, or Bob Dylan’s, dream. You see this starting to take shape in the drafts, notably on (6), where the verse is repeated and is being fashioned as a refrain, still rooted in the folksong, but transformed through the imagination of Bob Dylan as a key structural element of the song.

The captain is clearly the hero of “Tempest,” kneeling at the wheel, reading the Book of Revelation, and filling his cup with tears. Between the refrain of verse 38 and the introduction of the “captain barely breathing” at 39.1, the violin riff that follows each refrain reaches a higher level as it dramatizes what is coming, the captain’s heroically going down with the ship. The descending melody of the penultimate syllable of the third line (as in the Carter Family’s “Titanic was sinking” is extended over the whole of 40.3, “Needle pointing downward,” with the point of view of the captain empathetically captured in the following line: “He knew he’d lost the race.” The Carter Family had the line “Cap’n Smith must have been drinking,” for which there is no historical record. The nobility of Dylan’s captain constitutes the climax of the song, so he makes a correction of the folksong’s portrayal, just as 42.2 “Sixteen hundred had gone to rest” corrects the intertext’s “Six hundred had gone to rest.”

In fact, nobody in Dylan’s song is drinking, although at 36.1 “the host was pouring brandy.” But the drafts show the Carter Family line trying to make it into the song, though with anyone but the captain as the subject: “The doctor drinking brandy,” “The watchman was drinking” (1) / “was a drinking” (3); “The watchman had been drinking / He was standing there at ease” [this could have rhymed with “At forty-five degrees,” 17.2], then:

        The watchman was out drinking/ His brain began to freeze

        There were daggers and Husbands without wives / Violence in the breeze

But the watchman can only be dreaming, not drinking, in the finished version, so Dylan needed someone else to do the drinking before he dropped that scene altogether. Enter “The Dutchman”: “The Dutchman was a drinking / As if nothing much was wrong,” then, with Gothic humor:

        Dutchman was on duty / Drinking whiskey from a skull

        He’d left the party early / Too boring and too dull [2]

We’ve met “The Dutchman” before, on pages 74–75 of Chronicles: Volume One, where he runs a coffeehouse on Bleeker Street, circa 1961, and is knifed to death by his landlord, as “singing pal of mine” Mark Spoelstra and Bob arrive on the scene: “The Dutchman resembled Rasputin, the Siberian mad monk.” The sight of the corpse serves in Chronicles as a transition for discussion of the Civil War, Dave Van Ronk, and imperialism: “Seeing the Dutchman lying there, his long brown stringy hair and frosted beard, he looked like a mercenary who could have fallen at Gettysburg.” Whatever the connection, The Dutchman, like “The Scotsman” who “took out both his pistols” (3), would not make the cut, but there they are in Tulsa.

COUNT DRACULA WAS SLEEPING

Wellington, on the other hand, was a main character, first named in the opening stanza of the long act of verses 18–37—though he had early competition. June 1, 2010, the day after the Istanbul concert, was an off day for Dylan and the band. The next concert would be in Bucharest, Romania, Dylan’s first in that country, as the next two concerts would be the first in Skopje, Macedonia (June 2), and Sofia, Bulgaria (June 4). Whether or not Dylan got up to Bran Castle in deepest Transylvania we will never know. We do know he was in Bucharest, just to the south and may well have visited the Museum of the Old Princely Court, said to have been built by Vlad III Dracula, aka Vlad the Impaler, the impulse for Bram Stoker’s 1897 Gothic novel Dracula. A bust of Vlad looks over the Old Princely Court. Whatever the realities, the next datable draft we have from two days later (3) suggests our old triad of “experience, observation and imagination” had done its work:

        Count Dracula was sleeping / in a chamber deep inside

        His bloodless heart was beating / His bed began to slide

        He pulled/put up his armor / And he sharpened all his knives

        Wild-eyed boys and farmers / Went fleeing for their lives.

A few lines later Wellington, though without his pistols, has come on the scene:

        Wellington was sleeping / His bed began to slide

        His bloodless heart was beating / He swept all pride aside

The Count, who also makes an appearance in (2), is dropped by the time Dylan gets to Padua (4). It seemed a good idea at the time, but in the end what happens in Transylvania stays in Transylvania.

CALVIN, BLAKE AND WILSON, PROTOCULUS, AND THE BISHOP

Two drafts of the song have two people who look a little like Jack Dawson and Fabrizio, the two sidekicks in the film whose success in a waterfront poker game wins them two tickets in steerage and eventually a one-way trip to the Underworld:

        Blake and Calvin Wilson / strumming on their lutes

        Won their tickets in a card game / went down in the wreck [2] / in a London city park [3]

Dylan finds the better poetry, and further distances the song from the film in one draft (5) making sure there are now three players, the emphatic comma the only punctuation mark in sight on this page:

        Calvin, Blake and Wilson … arguing in the dark

        None of them would ever live to … tell the tale or disembark

Two people become three, and the triad, in the final word order, Calvin, Blake, and Wilson, as opposed to “Blake and Calvin Wilson” “sounds good. And you want your songs to sound good,” as Dylan put it of a John Donne couplet in his Nobel lecture. Further improvements would follow: “gambling in the dark,” of which there is no trace in Tulsa, is perfect, bringing back gambling, but as the ship goes down, no longer in the film’s waterfront bar. “Not one” is better than “None” (and works better with the expanded group of three) and “of disembark,” creates a more interesting narrative touch, suggesting the yarn the three would have spun had they survived. Elsewhere Calvin, Blake, and Wilson “kiss his darlin’ wife” (3), though eventually that action goes to “The rich man Mr. Astor” in the previous verse.

There is no trace in Tulsa of “Jim Bacchus” or “Jim Dandy,” in the recording and official lyrics respectively of verse 30. In their place more than once is a character, Protoculus, whose name looks a little Greek or Latin but doesn’t exist in any world outside these drafts. Was Dylan thinking of Patroclus, companion of Achilles? Homer was on his mind in 2010 after all. As in the song, this character’s selfless act stands for the most admirable human behavior of the historical event:

        Protoculus he smiled … he’d never learned to swim

        Gave up his seat to the child … there were none too many like him. [6]

As for the bishop of verse 28, his words “The poor are yours to feed” are clear from the beginning, on a page of (2), where it is followed by various denominations: “The Episcopal … turning to his holy book,” “Quakers and Methodists,” “Southern Baptists,” “Protestants of every stripe,” “dressed up in Edwardian clothes.” Finally just a priest, to be promoted in the actual song:

        The priest he took a notion / he acted with great speed

        Jumpedleapedinto the ocean / said “the poor are yours to feed.”

One of the most publicized items in the archive, in Box 34, Folder 02, the partially finished manuscript of “Chimes of Freedom” written on that Toronto Hotel stationery, and available in facsimile since 2005, can now be seen as a snapshot of a process that extends over days and weeks, from hotel to hotel, town to town, bus ride to bus ride. The “Chimes” draft might be the equivalent of (5) or (6) of Box 105, Folder 04. These two folders, and the scores of boxes full of folders with fifty-five years between, suggest that the lament in the song “Nettie Moore,” which may be seen as Dylan’s comment on Dylanology, will not be diminishing anytime soon: “The world of research has gone berserk / Too much paperwork.”

ODYSSEAN EPILOGUE

The drafts of “Tempest” from the Bob Dylan Archive allow us to observe across the period of a month the conception of a particular song, but they also allow us to imagine how that process occurs elsewhere in Dylan’s work, as a song moves toward not just the version that will be recorded, but, for Dylan, also to versions after the album has been made. Take “Workingman’s Blues #2” (2006). The copyright version of the lyrics in Tulsa (Series VIII: Copyright Edits, Subseries VIII [10]), as on bobdylan.com, is the song that can be heard on Modern Times. In the 2016 official Bob Dylan, The Lyrics 1961–2012, the song has replaced Ovid with Homer (pages 255–56). This reflects the living and evolving essence of the song from studio to performance. As the drafts in Tulsa show, there was a time when neither Ovid nor Homer was to be found in versions of the song. First Dylan found and incorporated Ovidian lines, then, in 2013–2014, after writing Odysseus into “Early Roman Kings” and “Pay in Blood” he also turned the singer of “Workingman’s Blues #2” into the same Greek hero. That is what creates the undeniable identity between Dylan and Odysseus, as Dylan would confirm in the final portion of his 2016 Nobel Lecture.

This identity is produced by the direct quotes of the word of Odysseus, but there is more to it than that, and I end with the more creative ways in which Dylan’s composition brings the story of Odysseus to life, not by direct intertextual theft but by creative and original writing that contributes to the Homeric story the song retells:

        DYLAN: “I woke up this morning and sprang to my feet.” This has a ring of Odyssey 2.2 (“Odysseus sprang from his bed and dressed”).

        DYLAN: “I saw my father there in the street / At least I think it was him.” That only works if, like Odysseus, you haven’t seen your father or family for twenty years. In Odyssey 24 it is the father, Laertes, who does not recognize the son. Incidentally, when in “Long and Wasted Years” we hear “I ain’t seen my family in twenty years,” we may also be hearing the voice of Odysseus addressing his father, “home after twenty years” in Robert Fagles’s translation.

        DYLAN: “If I told you my whole story you’d weep.” In Odyssey 8 when the blind bard Demodocus sings Odysseus’s story of the fall of Troy, the Greek hero “melted into tears … as a woman weeps,” and in the next book, when he starts to tell his whole story, he remarks: “So I’m to weep and grieve it seems, still more.”

        DYLAN: “I still find it so hard to believe / Someone would kick me when I’m down.” In his Nobel lecture Dylan says of Odysseus: “He’ll disguise himself as a filthy beggar, and a lowly servant kicks him down the steps with arrogance and stupidity.” Dylan is thinking of Odyssey 17.254–55 where the goatherd Melanthius first taunts the disguised hero, then “just as he passed Odysseus / the idiot lurched with a heel and kicked his hip.”
 
        DYLAN: “Look at me, with all my spoils, / What’d I ever win?” This has the feel and sound of an authentic Dylan thought, but also looks to Homer, to the culture of sacking cities and to the emptiness of heroism, a theme echoed by the shade of Achilles in the Odyssey’s Underworld, as Dylan notes in the Nobel lecture: “He tells Odysseus it was all a mistake. ‘I just died, that’s all.’ The was no honor. No immortality.”

“LOST SONGS FROM THE CLASSICAL PAST”

Since 2001, Bob Dylan has been assimilating literary characters and voices from the works of Virgil, Ovid, and Homer, and in 2011 his mind was particularly attentive to the Odyssey. So far, the archive in Tulsa has not yet yielded evidence for how Dylan used these texts, and there is no trace of his own library or libraries among the thousands of items in Tulsa. Nor is there any sign specifically of Virgil, Ovid, or Homer in the drafts.

I did, however, find this striking piece of evidence from the pages of Folder 09 in the same Box 105. Dylan’s note, “LOST SONGS FROM THE CLASSICAL PAST,” is written in capital letters on the back of the sixth page of a flimsy, 6-by-4-inch writing pad from the Maritim Hotel, somewhere in Germany during the European fall tour of 2011. This very rare instance of writing, which is not a song draft, points to what he has been doing with the classical intertexts on “Love and Theft,” Modern Times, and Tempest. In the songs of these recent years lie lost ancient songs in whose tradition Dylan’s own song takes its place. His jottings show he knows what he is doing, not simply quoting or stealing ancient poems, but rather bringing back “lost songs” from the unscored texts of the classical past, from the Odyssey in the ones he was writing in 2011—“Conjuring up all these long dead souls from their crumblin’ tombs” as he put it in 2006. “LOST SONGS FROM THE CLASSICAL PAST” is a phrase that also resonates with 2009’s “Beyond Here Lies Nothin’”: “Beyond here lies nothin’ / But the mountains of the past.” As noted previously, that very line was adapted from Ovid, one of the lost singers from the classical past who have become part of the present of Bob Dylan.

On the previous page of the writing pad, also in capital letters, Bob Dylan wrote “BOOK OF STATUES ANTIQUITY.” These are the only entries in capitals in the writing pad. The following fall, in September 2012, the world would see the initially puzzling sculpture of the head of a woman on the cover of Tempest. The puzzle was solved when the sculpture was identified as a river goddess at the foot of the Pallas Athena statue in Vienna, Austria. As I noted, a sculpted bust of Athena, protector of Odysseus and of Bob Dylan, appears on stage in Dylan’s performance, connecting to the Odyssean voices in “Early Roman Kings” and “Pay in Blood,” songs regularly in his setlists (see here). The germ of this connection, and the precious glimpse it gives into the working genius of Bob Dylan, is to be found on the pages of that hotel writing pad, now in its new home in Tulsa, Oklahoma.

Why does all of this matter? Isn’t what matters the final product? If we have Virgil’s Aeneid, do we care that we don’t have the “large number of verses which he composed in the morning” which he then “licked into shape” and reduced to a very small number during the rest of the day (Suetonius, pages 211–12)? As long as we have Bob Dylan’s studio albums, along with the official and unofficial bootleg versions, isn’t that all we need? As a classicist I would give a lot to see how the compositional process happened with Virgil, to see what choices he made, to speculate about omissions and additions, to essentially observe the mind of the Roman poet at work. My guess is that we would see a version of what we see in the folders in Tulsa and would once more get confirmation that human genius—and the hard work that is part of human genius—was much the same for Virgil as it is for Dylan, across these two thousand years.
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