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did not regard this record company as other non-selling labels –like Folkways Records– 

that were much more devoted to their community's musical better than marketing 

interests. This and other late events parallel to Dylan's target audience, which increased 

in number, caused Bob Dylan's ultimate break with their dogmas. 

1.4. Bob Dylan 

I would like to use Robert Shelton’s idea to begin this chapter about the artist, because it 

gives an initial idea on how refreshing his art has been. The music journalist states, 

“Dylan broke all songwriting and performing rules—except those of having something 

to say and saying it well. Not every line seemed finished and polished, yet there was a 

sense of structure. ” (Shelton, 2011: 389) 

Bob Dylan entered the musical scene by presenting a type of songs that set up 

the conscience of his era, a movement toward reincorporating lyrical sentiment and lyric 

poetry to the experience of listening to music. It is little wonder that he is considered to 

be the one who invented the category of singer-songwriters “in the modern era of song” 

(Yaffe, 2011: 3), at least he introduced a new lyrical direction to it. He “transformed the 

entire idea of a singer-songwriter and combined pop songwriting with dense poetic 

influence” (Yaffe, 2011: 96) 

Franco Fabbri, who tried to define the limits of this music style, also notes that 

with Bob Dylan's particular worldwide success, the singer-songwriter kind of music 

chose another road. In his autonomy, Dylan carried a new musical figure within him. 

Apart from epitomizing the authentic artist per excellence –albeit betraying the previous 

folk dogmas– he also became a spokesman, a good dramatizer, powerful composer of 

melodies but metrically freer and richer in syllables (1981: 52-81).  

Dylan belongs to the poetic tradition but he must be one of the most influential 

figures in popular music to bring lyricism back to notice, which in the late centuries had 

become a major written art expression. Not being considered a poet, he would rather be 

called either a “song-poet” (Shelton, 2011) or any of the other titles given to him along 

his career (bard, poet, prophet, genie, etc). He basically writes in the name of lyricism, 

but his words are meant to be heard and put into music. Like Robert Shelton stated, 

“Dylan took poetry out of its dusty shelves and put it on the jukebox” (2011: 36). If it 
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was not poetry, truth is his songs made everyone clear, especially those large numbers 

of no usual readers, what was poetry about and what did that feeling of the poetic meant 

to the soul of individuals and collectives. Professor of popular culture and American 

history Gregg M. Campbell said that, 

The story of Dylan's art and poetry in the 60s is the story of a personal quest and 

dialogue in which Dylan led an entire generation of American and Western European 

youth to the realization of a pastoral vision of life –a vision in which man would live in 

harmony with himself, with his fellows and with his natural environment. But Dylan's 

quest was most essentially a search for personal identity carried out as an ever­

expanding dialogue between the many facets of his own personality; between Dylan and 

his various audiences; between Dylan and the American myth; and, on the highest level, 

between Dylan and those poets and visionaries who have recognized man's universal 

and tragic fate. 

(Campbell, 1975: 695) 

Traditional sounds and rituals reached one distant place close to the Canadian 

border, in Hibbing, Minnesota, where young Dylan was raised after having been born in 

the small town of Duluth. Before finally refusing to continue studying, Bob Dylan had 

already been the leader of various rock bands in town and he would participate in other 

musical formations when he entered his first and last university year. There, he wrote a 

blues, due to the early influence of Muddy Waters and Jimmy Reed. As Anthony 

Scaduto informed, “Bob would spend hours listening to Gatemouth Page, a disc jockey 

on a Little Rock, Arkansas, radio station who played Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf 

and B.B King and Jimmy Reed.” (2001: 169) He was only 19 years old and most of the 

themes that would make part of his discography are translated to its lyrics. 

The queen of his diamonds
 
And the jack his knave
 
Won’t you dig my grave
 
With a silver spade?
 
And forget my name.
 
I’m twenty years old.
	
That’s twenty years gone.
	
Can’t you see my crying,
	
Can’t you see my dying, 

I’ll never reach twenty-one…
	
(One Eyed Jacks, in Shelton 2011: 143)
 

He confessed one of the songs that most impacted him at that time was "Rock 

Around the Clock" by Bill Haley and His Comets. In fact, Little Richard, "Elvis and 
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Bill Haley and Buddy Holly really reached him." (Scaduto, 2001: 185) Bob's high 

school band was the Golden Chords and they would sing rock and rhythm and blues, the 

last best sellers, at the high-school theatre. Bob Dylan started writing songs after that 

and he wrote his first texts between 1941 and 1956. First, he would extract the structure 

from existent songs and then he would make his own version, as it was common to 

practice in the folklorist movement. Being so much in debt to the past, Bob Dylan set 

himself in the same music realm, although he always tried to get a personal style. In 

Chronicles Vol. 1 the artist explains, “What really set me apart in these days was my 

repertoire. It was more formidable than the rest of the coffeehouse players, my template 

being hard-core folk songs backed by incessantly loud strumming.” (2005: 17-8) 

As it was signaled before, Dylan has been recognized as the leading figure of a 

new singer songwriter music. Donaldson encapsulates this idea,  

Bob Dylan offered the most dramatic symbol of the shift from protest to the personal.
 
Emerging on the folk scene in 1961, Dylan followed in Woody Guthrie’s musical
	
footsteps, and he soon became the songwriting darling of the topical singers. That all
 
changed, however, in the summer of 1965 when Dylan released the rock and roll single
 
“Like a Rolling Stone,” and showed up on the stage of Newport clad in leather pants,
 
backed by some members of the Paul Butterfield Blues Band.
 
(2011: 278)
 

His new aims at communicating and expressing poetic ideals were made true at 

the core of the dancing and entertaining context of those highly industrialized years. He 

imbricated profound artistic categories into popular music, which is the ultimate feature 

of songsters' proposal, and propitiated the combination of the mainstream music flow 

with the independent current. Later in autobiographical book, he states, "(…) songs to 

me were more important than just light entertainment. They were my preceptor and 

guide into some altered consciousness of reality, some different republic, some liberated 

republic." (Dylan, 2005: 34-5) Paradoxically he holds an expressed aversion toward 

mainstream culture, ultimately expressed in his autobiography, and considers his music 

to be autonomous from marketing strategies. It is true he might have used the industry 

on his own terms and for the sake of widening his artistic reach, but in this fusion of 

styles, he shows how much he needed the extensive mainstream culture. 

Robert Shelton was a journalist who lived side by side with the famous 

performer and who wrote the first positive critics he received in his career. He writes 

that, “Dylan’s career has been a personal search, a constant flight along an endless 
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spiritual highway strewn with debris, gashed by crashes, hedged by ugly billboards, and 

relieved by interludes of serene countryside” (2011: 30) He continues, “with this gift, or 

curse, of magnetism, Dylan became one of the most influential artists of his time.” 

(2011: 42) Shelton (2011)
38 

accounts for the tremendous events that took place during 

the first years of the 60s –so determinant to Dylan's success– The singer appeared in 

New York in 1961 after completing an unsatisfactory year at college at the University 

of Minnesota. His first objective was to see Woody Guthrie, and his second, he wanted 

to become a folk singer. Shelton numbers two clubs, out of the available ones, where 

Dylan experienced his first successes: the Gaslight and Gerde's Folk City. Grant 

Maxwell adds that "as with the many mutations Dylan underwent, his transitions from 

Hibbing to Minneapolis to New York certainly produced a hardening and sharpening in 

the young singer, both physically and psychologically." (2014: 3737) 

At the beginning of Bob Dylan’s song writing and performances, the American 

popular song was developing new forms derived from the unexpected success of 

previously unappreciated forms of traditional music, especially blues. For example, 

around the 1960s there was a regeneration of blues harmonica and it also played an 

important role in Dylan's career. Blues music was one of those music genres that 

influenced Dylan throughout his career. The American novelist, literary critic and 

scholar Ralph Ellison wrote (1995), "As a form, the blues is an autobiographical 

chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically."
39 

From the moment he started singing, the young Dylan liked to imitate blues 

cadences and play the harmonica. He would also incorporate simplicity in form, 

therefore, he included straightforward messages too. These were the plainest  

characteristics of the bluesman and he certainly accomplished them in his songs 

because, among other thing, he shared with his peer folklorists the idea of America as a 

pluralist nation and always enjoyed giving voice to several social problems the same 

way Guthrie and Seeger represented them. Apart from being a factual replica of native 

folk music and regional music varieties, he was definitely identified with the figure of 

Woody Guthrie. With his music, Bob Dylan must have acknowledged how music can 

serve rhetorical purposes as well as lyrical signs as well as how powerful this artistic 

genre could be. He explored Guthrie's music and biography –Bound for Glory (1983)– 

to such an extent that the singer became one of his leading motivations to go to New 

York, once he understood that Guthrie was in a local hospital suffering from 

Huntington’s disease.  
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Dylan got integrated very soon in the Greenwich Village scene, sharing 

scenarios with John Lee Hooker, Brother John Sellers, Dave Van Ronk and Jack Elliot. 

Robert Shelton, who witnessed the action in those local clubs of Greenwich Village 

recalls how “he became very good at singing just like Woody. (…) Even his speech 

patterns began to change. That Oklahoma twang, which became much more extreme 

after he left here, came into his voice. That incredibly harsh gravel sound in his voice 

became more and more a part of him." (2011: 191) Of course, Woody Guthrie was not 

only a musical referent, he provided him with a model that proved to be extremely 

important to construct his autonomous attitude and his authenticity. As I mentioned 

earlier in the section about songwriters, Woody Guthrie had built by himself the idea of 

the liberal man who searches for humanity all around the U.S territory. He became the 

spokesman of simple livings and unknown heroisms reconciling a Marxist philosophy 

with the first traces of existentialism that Bob Dylan followed through. 

Woody symbolized the strongest fibers in American folk culture—empathy with the 

downtrodden, dislike for sham, joy in music, the independence of a man who can’t be 

bought, and a sense of justice that forced him to speak up or sing out when he saw
 
people being pushed around.
 
(Shelton, 2011: 193-194)
 

Dylan revived the talent of Woody Guthrie and other music composers for the 

youngest and unacknowledged audiences of New York and reminded them about the 

importance of their music legacy. However, he principally recuperated the genre of 

singer-songwriter and infused it with his particular concept, as David Yaffe also noted 

in his book titled, Like A Complete Unknown: Icons of America (2011). 

Like many other protagonists of the folk revival, Bob Dylan has always been 

searching for his own style definition. He is been doing it all across the available 

musical manifestations. He tried them all, blues, gospel, rock, hillbilly, while he 

identified in all of them the sense of belonging to that specific culture. He loved pure 

artistic manifestations that disregarded political as well as commercial interests. “Bob 

was hooked on their existential lives, their freewheeling style, the radicalism, the 

freedom, and they sparked a further transformation on him.” (Scaduto, 2001: 949) The 

moment he signed a contract with Columbia Records and jumped into the mainstream 

arena with a new sound or arranging the old sound into a new kind of thing, he was not 

disobeying his fundamental credo, rather he was running free from anonymity, since 
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that situation would not have allowed him to explore music’s legacy to its limits. “I 

rattled off lines and verse based on the stuff I knew (…) changed words around and 

added something of my own here and there” (Dylan, 2005: 228) If one of its aims was 

to communicate something to the world, the more people his music reached, the better. 

That could just be done by the big recording companies. For instance, during his 

first years, when he was endorsing the revolutionary youth that grew out of the 1960s, 

the baby-boomers, who experienced this period of unrest "as a collective dream" 

(Street, 2001: 244), his messages reached a worldwide audience. He was addressing in 

his lyrics several revolutionary causes, like the Afro-American population that 

demanded equal civil rights during the historic march on Washington DC on August 28, 

1963. On that occasion, Dylan and Baez joined singing for the cause before –among 

other people– Martin Luther King Jr. and his emblematic speech. Bob Dylan sang 

"Only A Pawn In Their Game" (1963), a song that starts with the incident of the murder 

of Medgar Wiley Evers, a pro-civil rights activist. The attention of the song 

unexpectedly drifts from the victim to his killer, who –from the singer's own words– 

was acting more under the influence of a whole society's restrictive thoughts and 

regulations. 

But the poor white man’s used in the hands of them all like a tool
	
He’s taught in his school
	
From the start by the rule
 
That the laws are with him
 
To protect his white skin
 

Included in his album The Times They Are A-Changin’(1964), this performance, 

along with the album's release were determinant for Dylan's rising fame and definition 

of the protest song realm, cultivated later by artists like Neil Young, Phil Ochs, 

Donovan, Billy Bragg, etc. However, as Scaduto remarks, "He wasn't a songwriter who 

came into an established political mood, he seemed to be part of it and his songs seemed 

informative to the Movement as the Movement seemed informative to the songwriter." 

(2001: 3474) Thu, his relation to context was reciprocal. It could be both the 

atmosphere that influenced him or the fact that he pushed the atmosphere towards other 

mythical realities which in fact, allowed him becoming the epitome of protest singing. 

He adopted a more critical standpoint than other spokespersons at that time.  
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The racial crisis in the South was deepening and folk song had become a vital morale 

booster for the Southern blacks and northern whites who joined them in the civil rights 

struggle. “Blowin’ in the Wind” became the most sung ‘freedom song’, north and south, 

black or white, and its author the most widely known protest singer.
 
(Scaduto, 2001: 3694)
 

The rhetoric of revolution has always been more inclined to be sung. Advocating 

for a change in society, this kind of songs go back to its most notable antecedent, which 

was the French revolution. Folk music provided a good premise, thus their lyrics 

changed in favour of more rebellious messages and so did Dylan's. Record labels' 

strategy at that moment was to use revolutionary causes only to magnify its effects and 

make more money at its expense (Street, 2001).  

Dylan’s songs can be considered political just at the most immanent level, 

though. This is to say, it affects his creations the same way any artistic creation is 

affected “without necessarily” meaning that his songs showed “the form of speaking for 

a political or social program” (Gates Jr. 1988: 107) His songs were merging in a 

problematic socio-economic system, and as a reflection of that, most politic themes 

were there. As it was stated by professor Stephen Scobie (2004: 170) "the songs did 

note represent merely the dissatisfaction of an isolated individual; they were based on a 

cohesive social and political position, held by a community." 

Bob Dylan was also conscious of how "music and song have helped to shape the 

imagery and the meaning of American social movements." (Eyerman & Jamison, 1998: 

14) and that is why he is authorized as an historic protest singer among the leftist's 

sympathizers. However, while he was repeating what others had done before him, 

namely Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, The Weavers and Joan Baez, he maintained his 

own personality aspiring to a different kind of popularity. 

There was one place where this purer and charismatic movement pro-revolution 

was voiced and it was The Newport Folkways Festival, where Dylan participated for the 

first time in 1963 accompanied by his partner Joan Baez. In that occasion, Dylan sang 

"Bod Dylan's Dream", "With God on Our Side", "Talking John Birch Society Blues" 

and "Hard Rain" (Shelton, 2011) a set list very much in accordance to the feel of these 

concerts. Baez played "Don't Think Twice is Alright" and a group led by Pete Seeger, 

Bob Dylan, and Baez sang "This Land is Your Land", Guthrie's major hit.  

His first albums introduced the cult of authenticity that not only Dylan but a 

whole generation venerated. Charles Taylor (1991) studied this term in connection with 
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the symptoms of individualism that were particularly strong in Western societies by the 

1960s. For my part, I interpreted in his works and performance history the secret 

ambition of winning that kind of ideal "authenticity" that results from his models and 

idealism. One-man bands, songsters, pirates, outlaws and criminals, gamblers, etc, all 

was part of this eclectic manifestation of the authentic persona. According to this idea, 

all he wanted was to grasp at the bounds of glory, "Traveling the hard way. Dressed the 

hard way. Hitting the long old lonesome go." (Guthrie, 1983: 7) The lonesome road in 

which Dylan ventured wasn't but an idea, in fact in 1965 he initiated another music 

course by leaving the restrictions of the folk revival movement behind, but he joined 

otherwise the company of a rock band. His only interest being the exploration of the 

song language and the procedures of performance as he could not possibly infer if it was 

going to be a good decision. For all those steps into the unknown, "due straight to 

nowhere" (Guthrie, 1983: 7) Dylan has been ultimately described as an "Odysseus and 

Homer, the bard singing of his own internal adventures into the heights and depths of 

being, driven by necessity more than ambition" (Maxwell, 2014: 4754). Inasmuch as 

other singers had done alike before him. Dylan just joined up this particular stream. The 

author David Yaffe numbers Muddy Waters, who compared for the first time man's life 

with the image of the rolling stone in "Rollin' Stone" (1948), women like Odetta, who 

just made use of the guitar to interpret his folk and blues music, and, of course, Woody 

Guthrie (Yaffe, 2011: 3) The fact that he is a permanent innovator sometimes created a 

barrier with his audience and the critics as he was ignoring how the audience’s mind 

works and what type of expectations they have as far as the popular music scene 

concerns. It also proved a good way to remain alive in the artistic panorama. However, 

most often Bob Dylan’s songs are indebted to the sound of America and its musical 

past, as well as their vernacular and that is what keeps them in constant harmony with 

the wider audience. His constant retrospection helps him elaborating on previous ideas 

that already had to mean to most people. Occasionally, this fact constituted one of the 

main arguments that the critics used for judging him to be a plagiarist. I would rather 

say he echoes the past in an obstinate way so that it allows him bridging his own past 

fulfilling his own program. 

Firstly, Bob Dylan’s songs provide a memorial setting which celebrates other 

times' splendour or simplest modes of living. Like in any other artistic portrayal, all the 

historical, mythical, and legendary elements are revisited again and again. These 

crossed references act synecdochically, derived from “synecdoche” and alluding to past 
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texts, while their transformation acts anaphonically, that is, showing a great 

independence from any previous formats. Although his songs can put together many 

popular genres of music (Tagg, 2013: 306), these songs can authenticate a parallel 

individual program that would ultimately result in his self-portrait. Anthony Scaduto 

described his creative process as follows, "(…) he sat and wrote a poem, and later found 

a tune, stole it, rewrote it, or composed one. And, he deliberately smoothed the 

transition from standard folk to his own songs by pinning his lyrics to a traditional 

framework." (2001: 3420) 

Of the many people that accompanied during his self-definition, The Band 

proved to be the most determinant. He encountered its members, Rick Danko, Garth 

Hudson, Richard Manuel, Robbie Robertson and Levon Helm, in 1965 and from that 

moment they started playing together. 

They were originally called the Hawks, and the came from Canada, although 

soon after playing with Dylan they already adopted the name of The Band. They backed 

other singers before Dylan since 1959, like Ronnie Hawkins who was considered "the 

king of rockabilly". After that, they started trying to take a new route on their own and 

in 1964 they began working with Vanguard Records. When Albert Hammond 

discovered them in New York, he decided to get them to meet Bob Dylan. Already in 

1965, Robertson and Dylan undertook the composing work together, the guitarist 

followed Dylan's melodic progressions and proposed some ideas. In fact, Robbie 

Robertson was the tune writer of some of Dylan's songs. Hammond would say "he can 

only inspire you to play, and he inspired Bob." 
40

Shelton quotes Time magazine where it 

was stated that their union was “the most decisive moment in Rock history”. They 

developed their own sound and identity considering how difficult it must have been 

with Dylan’s personality at the front of their ensemble. This has been proved with their 

incessant musical activity accompanied by the artist. From that moment until the release 

of their first solo album Music From Big Pink (1968), it has been a five-member party 

and so was accounted on several filmed documentaries that reflect their period together, 

like Dont Look Back (D. A. Pennebaker, 1967), Eat the Document (Pennebaker, 1972) 

and Down In the Flood: Bob Dylan, The Band and The Basement Tapes (Elio Espana, 

2012). Concerning Dylan’s creative process, Garth Hudson explains, 

We were doing seven, eight, ten, sometimes fifteen songs a day. Some were old ballads 

and traditional songs, some were written by Bob, but the others would be songs Bob 
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made up as we went along. We’d play the melody (and) he’d sing a few words he’d 

written or else just mouth sounds or syllables as he went along. It’s pretty good way to 

write songs 

(Hudson, 2015: 5226) 

They backed Bob Dylan during the 1965 tours, the tours of the metamorphosis 

around Europe and America. Around that time Dylan was improving his rock music 

tendency, understanding its meaning and its force. One of the top signs of his 

metamorphosis from folk to rock according to Grant Maxwell could have been caused 

“by hiring one of his generation’s greatest bands, but also by forging a performative 

mode markedly different than his acoustic folk persona” (Maxwell 2014: 147) Then, 

they became something more than just backing musicians and recorded several tapes of 

private performances in Big Pink
41

The Band's basement in Woodstock from 1965 to 

1967. Although they started at Dylan's Red Room in his new house in Woodstock, they 

later moved to the house that The Band had rented in the same location. After this, both 

the music formation and Bob Dylan took different ways and recorded different albums 

in the folk venue, 

Big Pink followed Dylan’s John Wesley Harding, and the two albums were on nearly 

every list of the best 1968 albums. Their sedative influence on pop was almost 

immediate. Dylan found solace, healing, and rebirth in the country. The Band followed 

him, geographically and aesthetically, into the same curative pastures of plenty. 

(Shelton, 2011: 688) 

After some years, the group worked together again in the creation of Planet 

Waves and the tour of Before the Flood, both released in 1974. They also accompanied 

him during the Tribute live show to Woody Guthrie on 1968 at Carnegie Hall and they 

appeared together lived in three more occasions during the period of silence, but each of 

those unexpected performances wasn't comparable to their double collaboration in the 

year 1974. Afterward, The Band signed a contract with Capitol Records and started 

recording their own excellent material. Their most remarkable and decisive albums for 

the history of country rock were Music from Big Pink (1968) and The Band (1969). At 

the same time, they were making public their first solo album, there were innumerable 

copies of the so-called Basement Tapes circulating all around the country. However, the 

official album was not published until 1975, responding to the audience's demand for 

these bootleg copies concealing the secret songs.  
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1.5. Bob Dylan’s Discography 

The following chapter explains album by album what are some of the most significant 

elements, so that the reader can have a better idea of the topics and themes, as well as 

about the recurrent symbols and obsessions of Bob Dylan’s music career. The creation 

of each of those albums involved many people, among whom the role of the producer 

was absolutely determinant for the result. Despite these albums constitute the work of 

the artist, producers, band and non predictable elements came into play during their 

execution. Here, there are succinct details about the production of the albums owing to 

the significance of those works themselves, which are studied not as separate music 

creations but as part of an entire artistic purpose. The following lines just want to enrich 

the already interminable answers of his general works in the belief that "attempting to 

define it is to succumb to the illusion that truth can be reached through human logic." 

(Wilentz, 2010: 67) whereas people should know that, as Bob Dylan stated in one of his 

songs, “reality has too many heads” (“Cold Irons Bound”, 1997) 

Already from the moment he released his first album, the name Robert Allen 

Zimmerman is substituted by his artistic identity Bob Dylan (1962), the homonym title 

for the LP. After the interminable stories around the election of his alias, the singer 

begun his musical career in 1962 recording a swift spontaneous album –it was recorded 

in two three-hour sessions– that reflected his distinct style in the big gathering that had 

meant for him the New York folk scene. Of the many songs included on the album, only 

two of them are originally composed by Dylan and both are examples of the talkin' 

blues genre whom he got from his major inspiration, Woody Guthrie. The prolific 

singer from New York is the main protagonist of at least two of them, "Talkin' New 

York" and "Song To Woody". In the former, there is a permanent sense of quietness in 

the rhythm, which seems to be hidden under the artists' voice, except for harmonica’s 

sudden promptness. Margotin and Guesdon indicate that, "His harmonica is a Hohner 

Marine Band. He uses three on the album: in C, D, and G", (2015: 312). The apparent 

quietness contrasts with the singer's quick spoke-singing. 

Bob Dylan declared his presence as a living inner voice that appears through 

many metalinguistic references from the start. While he sings, "all the things that I'm a­

saying an' a many times more. I'm singin' you the song, but I can't sing enough" ("Song 

To Woody"). His devotion to Guthrie and his proudness at meeting him must have 

heartened an album which is mostly done in honor to him. Regarding the images, he 
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reintroduces the wandering tramp as the leading protagonist. Someone who, like in 

Guthrie's account (Bound for Glory, 1983), travels to achieve his personal and 

professional ambitions along the path of previous connoisseurs. "I'm out here a 

thousand miles from my home walkin' a road other men had gone down…" Albeit 

including various types of songs –like mountain folk, Scottish ballads, vaudeville 

singing, etc– the majority are based in talkin' blues characteristics. That is why most of 

them depict a dense lyric content and use the road as a symbol and a recurrent narrative 

element, "somewhere down the road someday" ("Song To Woody"). These songs 

employ a vernacular language and have the lonesome traveller as their principal 

character. This figure, as depicted in his songs, never had a specific ethnic origin. The 

range of rambling figures goes from black slaves to white fugitives, poor tramps or 

explorers. In the case of "Highway 51", this route was typically done by Afro-American 

ex-slaves but apart from that he never mentions the origin of the character. 

Folk music proved to be one good template for incorporating himself to an 

inherited musical tradition. Due to his inexperience, he mostly picks traditional songs 

schemes and reproduces them using new words. He defined his own method of 

arrangement in the following words, "what I did was to take simple folk changes and 

put new imagery and attitude to them, use catchphrases and metaphor combined with a 

new set of ordinances that evolved into something different that had not been seen 

before." (2005: 67) He usually introduces western myths that contrast with African 

mythology and emphasize the richness of both cultures and their kinship in the folk 

revival context, full of democracy and diversity ideals. "Fixin' To Die", "Pretty Peggy-

O", which he played live on numerous occasions, or "Gospel Plow", declare the 

richness of this musical enlightenment. The first one is a penitentiary blues song by 

Bukka White (Booker T. Washington White), one of the leading figures of the above 

mentioned folk revival movement. The song dates from 1940 and its original force is 

translated by the young singer while he demonstrated his excellent interpreting skills. 

Many unreleased tracks from the same period were made available later 

through official and nonofficial bootleg recordings. In fact, The Witmark Demos (2010), 

volume 9 of The Bootleg Series and The Bootleg Series: Rare and Unreleased 1-3 both 

included previously censored and rejected works of this period like, “Talking Bear 

Mountain” “Man On The Street”, in which he sang the following pledge, “I’ll sing you 

a song, ain’t very long, ‘bout an old man who never done wrong”. This words anticipate 

Dylan’s innovative long format songs and story-telling techniques borrowed from 
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antique topic songs and ballads. It also reveals his permanent obsession with the outlaw 

myth or the Robin Hoods that epitomized youngsters rebellion and freedom.   

During this period he uses songs as a direct mirror of the current situation in 

the USA. His representations seem to be borrowed from the literary style of naturalism, 

representing the cruel reality of the hard times and injustices that people are witnessing. 

The confrontation between the US and the soviet world and the constant menace of the 

atomic bomb along with the defense of the civil rights all helped creating an atmosphere 

of dissatisfaction and popular activism. Songs helped Dylan and many other musicians 

broadcasting these fierce events in order to avoid social indifference, "This song is just 

a reminder to remind you fellow man that this kind of thing still lives today…" ("The 

Death of Emmett Hill", 2010) Another important song is "Let Me Die In My Footsteps" 

where he believes the serious state of the world will lead him to surrender and 

ultimately die. He sings, "the meaning of life has been lost with the wind" (1963). The 

"wind" –an important element of his music– can take apocalyptic attributes while it also 

represents the element of change and time pass. The wind is also the only element that 

announces predestination and which shares an intimate relation between voice and 

music, both instruments depend on the wind. Dylan himself personifies this natural 

element, because, like the wind, "through this open world, I'm a-bound to ramble, 

through ice and snow, sleet and rain" ("Man Of Constant Sorrow", 1962). This album 

showed the general frame of mind provoked by the prolonged menaces of chemical 

armament that the Third World War and its messages of apocalypse set off. 

Sometimes his personal implication, that meta fictional drive living in his 

lyrics, could drive us to confusion. Even if there was some sense of authorship going 

on, Dylan does not want to be recognized for getting involved. He hides and reappears 

from time to time answering more in the negative to people's guesswork. In other 

words, he seems to be saying "it ain't me" all the time like he did with the homonym 

song (1964). Any rumor saying he is a prophet, obtained the same answer, "If I can't 

help somebody with a word or a song. If I can't show somebody they're travelin' wrong, 

but I know I ain't no prophet an' I ain't no prophet's son" ("Long Time Gone", 1990). 

The same way reluctance to pay the price of fame is revealed in the words of "Restless 

Farewell" where he explains, "but it's not to stand naked under unknowing eyes. It's for 

myself and my friends my stories are sung" (1964). 

Another way he found to escape every distressing recognition, was to put on 

alternative masks. Around that time he used the nicknames of Blind Boy Grunt in the 
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Broadside bootlegs, Bob Landy in The Blues Project, Tedham Poterhouse when playing 

harmonica in Ramblin’ Jack Elliott’s album (1964) and Robert Milkwood Thomas in 

Steve Goodman’s “Somebody Else’s Troubles” where he played vocals and harmonica 

early in the 70s. 

By then, he was starting to understand the meaning of what it meant to be 

authentic, judging from the title of his next album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1964) 

It all seemed to say his artistic identity was characterized by a disregard for rules and 

conventions; unconstrained or uninhibited
42

. He most definitely devoted himself to 

genuineness and to encourage people to question themselves about their own individual 

attachment. In respect to the sense of continuity –so evident during the first decade of 

his career–, Eric Bulson has said that on this album, “Dylan learned to be ‘Dylan’: the 

poet, the philosopher, protester, lover and most of all musician discovering his powers 

as a singer and songwriter.” (2009: 129) 

Apart from his personal project, he seemed to advise governors and powerful 

people to be well aware of the grand influence that their decisions could mean to other 

people's lives. That is why he addressed them in various music instants, "tell me what 

you're gonna do when you can't play God no more?" ("Whatcha Gonna Do" 1990) and 

he also blames them for not being able to thinking in social terms. 

Songs are working on a morale in the limits between social and individual 

pronouncement. But, how does he sing about these important topics? We can check 

some of that extreme directedness in "Masters Of War" which is said to be an 

adaptation of the first Eisenhower's presidential speech on January 1961 (Carrera, 

2011: 160). During this album the artist encompassed the idea of constant learning and 

self-will, "I turn many a lesson I learn from following them fairground-calling" ("Dusty 

Old-Fairgrounds", 1963). Before the turn to Another Side of Bob Dylan –announcing his 

metamorphosis– he already summarizes his obsession with the wind by singing "the 

only my guitar would play was on the cruel rain and the wind" ("Percy's Song", 1964) 

using again this image of the wind as if it was a direct witness of our desperate world 

("A Hard Rain's A-Gonna Fall" and "Blowin' In The Wind") About "Hard Rain", David 

Yaffe has mentioned in his book, "the repetition is dazzling, overwhelming –like a 

Whitmanian list or a biblical incantation" (2009: 19) describing a kind of repetition that 

mostly governed his first albums and was reformulated afterwards, as it will be seen.  

Continuing with the ballad tradition and the topic song style The Times They 

Are A-Changin’ (1964) uses songs to narrate real events that had just taken place, like 
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the murderers of Hollis Brown, Hattie Carroll or Medgar Evers –all of them victims of 

racial abuse–. He uses these songs to introduce a sense of an irreversible apocalypse that 

will shortly come, “Oh the time will come up when the winds will stop and the breeze 

will cease to be breathin’. Like the stillness in the air before the hurricane begins, the 

hour that the ship comes in” (“When The Ship Comes In”, 1964). Most of the songs 

have an intuitive rhythm and they open with the coordination of guitar chords and 

harmonica reverberations. His voice has a strong re-echo –another type of repetition– 

contrasting with his apparently indifferent and sardonic attitude. 

By this time, people had easily reckoned their culture, vernacular language, 

and philosophy in his music. Even though he seemed to be abusing of the existent 

formula, the artist showed from the start a divergent use of protest singing in which 

there are abundant poetic images, "it seemed as though he was trying to enrich his 

playing with various subtleties" (Margotin and Guesdon, 2015: 1802) Bob Dylan 

arranged old folk songs by maintaining the melody and changing only the lyric content. 

His own perspective re-establishes the cultural past of the American consciousness by 

emphasizing our individual way of looking at reality. 

Me, I romp and stomp
 
Thankful as I romp
 
Without freedom of speech
 
I might be in the swamp
 
(“Motorpsycho Nightmare” 1964) 

After his preliminary encounter with the folk community, Dylan decided he 

should take another step toward his professional evolution. Derived from his increasing 

interest in literary discourses like poetry, biography, spoken poetry, and 

experimentation, the singer started realizing his own self more than ever and composed 

a series of songs in which the self, along with the multitude of other surreal images, 

were the source of his musical innovation. 

In all the official records of his music career, Another Side of Bob Dylan 

(1964) is described as a break from his political vein. It was not with the polemic 

Highway 61 Revisited (1965), nor with Blonde On Blonde (1966) that the artist broke 

away from the folk movement. It was neither in the electric decisive moment that took 

place in The Folkways Festival, because months before that, this seminal album and the 

ensuing events had already announced his transformation. After The Times They Are A-

Changin’, published the same year and including “the most thrilling collection of 
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‘finger-pointing’ songs” (Yaffe, 2011: 7) Dylan recorded this intimate album with more 

serene lyrics and an incipient taste for lyrical aesthetics. Additionally, the artist explores 

other subjects, like David Yaffe states, “Dylan bid fare-thee-well to politics” (2011: 70) 

while he got closer to Negritude. 

Half-wracked prejudice leaped forth 

“Rip down all hate,” I screamed 

Lies that life is black and white
 
Spoke from my skull
 
(“My Back Pages”, 1964) 

It wasn't until he immersed himself more in formal experimentation that the 

audience and folk community started perceiving the mask through which he was 

looking distinctly at the past tradition. By way of his increasing popularization listeners 

were able to perceive, among other things, the special treatment Dylan gave to the 

English language, the increasing richness of his musical production, his acute rhyming 

and his distinct singing style, etc. Sean Wilentz has pointed that Dylan reverentially 

took language from a prosodic and a playful way. He, “composed lyrics in bursts of 

wordplay, including narratives and collage-like experiments” (Wilentz, 2010: 55) It was 

the same burst that had characterized other vanguard authors before him, in the area of 

Anglo-Saxon literature, people like James Joyce, or Wallace Stevens.  

If ostinato figures in Bob Dylan's songs helped to process the message, 

intertextuality echoed other voices and the past contributing to an overelaborated 

language that configured his genuine style. A style he always tried to develop by 

keeping himself out of the show business. 

During 1962-1964 the singer recorded a multitude of songs, "no less than 237" 

(Margotin and Guesdon, 2015: 2819), with the label Witmark & Sons free from his 

agents and producers control. Some of these songs weren't officially released until the 

edition of The Bootleg Series, Vol 9: The Witmark Demos, 1962-1964 (2010) and so, 

they could just be heard across illegal bootleg copies. After that he edited new material 

in his third studio album Another Side of Bob Dylan (1964), an album where critical 

thinking, responsibility, and self-concept are the major themes. 

If you can’t speak out against this kind of thing, a crime that’s so unjust
	
Your eyes are filled with dead men’s dirt, your mind is filled with dust
	
Your arms and legs they must be shackles and chains, and your blood it
 
Must refuse to flow
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For you let this human race fall down so God-awful low! 

(Dylan, “The Death of Emmett Hill”, 1963) 

Time's inexorability is one of his constant themes. This idea boosted his 

appreciation of the instant and the present moment and gave him a sense of place. That 

is why he often mentions the problematic of the name as a fixity social condition that 

contrasts with a pervading mutability. "It ain't no use callin' out my name, gal" ("Don' 

Think Twice It's Alright", 1963).  

As opposed to animals, humanity is not able to perceive the present moment. 

Its members are projecting their souls and desires to either future or past explanations. 

For this reason, it is my impression his works depicts corresponds the function of 

bringing us the moment of instant access to perception, "We feel trapped by no track of 

hours for they hanged suspended. As we listen one last time and we watch with one last 

look, spellbound an' swallowed ‘till the tolling ended." ("Chimes Of Freedom", 1964) 

This idea is so present as to make sound able to be watched, perceived with our senses. 

This song continues describing apocalyptic visions with a careful precision, saying, 

"Through the mad mystic hammering of the wild ripping hail, the sky cracked its poems 

in naked wonder. That the clinging of the church bells blew far into the breeze, leaving 

out bells of lightning and its thunder." That "ripping hail" greets us and it calls our 

attention by making us process his messages through music. This fact reveals his unique 

communicative use of language to call our attention by reviving poetry in its old fashion 

(Camille Paglia, 2016) This side of Bob Dylan, the communicative, got to be more and 

more developed through the years showing his self-determination and aim at winning 

the ideal of authenticity and his freedom. All through the album, there are boxing 

combats and poetic recitals, nihilism and existentialism living in ballad rhythms, lovers' 

exchanges while the voice gets younger then than now. Reiterative sections ultimately 

confirm a familiar air of anthem or hymn, "Ye playboys and playgirls ain't a-gonna run 

my world" ("Playboys And Playgirls"). 

During the electric moment, he unexpectedly had shifted to rhythm & blues' 

emerging electricity. However, that mythical moment has been recently demystified by 

several authors (Shelton 2011, Renehan 2015) as an intent to discover what had really 

taken place during his Newport-Folk-Festival execution. Robert Shelton echoed Dylan's 

arguments against any of the risen suspicions that the audience were against his abrupt 

cooperation with commercial music features. On the one hand, he was already coping 
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with electricity since his 1964 when the album The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan was 

recorded in the studio: 

When Dylan endured audience ferocity by switching to electric music in 1965, he was 

anxious to call attention to his first single and the deleted tracks from Freewheelin’. 

They prove how early he had been into an electric sound. Here was folk-rock long 

before the Beatles, long before anyone would be able to charge him with selling out to 

commercialism.” 

(Shelton, 2011: 364) 

Ethnomusicologist Rip Cornell maintains that "At the 1965 Newport Folk 

Festival the Chicago-based (and racially integrated) Paul Butterfield Blues Band 

conspired with Bob Dylan to go electric and quickly became an important force in the 

blues revival." (2012: 339) On the other hand, there are suspicions that the raging hisses 

were nothing but shouts demanding the sound system operators to be wary of certain 

maladjustments concerning Dylan's voice. Besides any supposed conspiracy, Bob Dylan 

always refused any labels and he didn't like being quite as categorical as the rebellious 

commitment of his lyrics. What he was doing then and continued doing afterwards can 

be explained under Northop Frye's five literary modes (1957) that refer to those each 

step that artistic movements endure during their activity. These are the following: 

mythic, romantic, low mimetic and ironic. While Frye uses them, taking Aristotle's 

Poetics, to categorize different aims in the poetic landscape, I found these categories 

describe Dylan's evolution too and can help us trace his poetic development. For 

example, during the first two years, he is singularly acquainted with traditional stories 

and folk music and although he gave most of these songs new arrangements he utilized 

other songsters credo and emulated them to the extent of becoming a key actor in the 

folk revivalist movement. In 1964, and being aware that each division is not rigorous 

and stable, the released albums The Times They Are A-Changin’ (1963) and Another 

Side of Bob Dylan –apart from hinting that his music was transmuting– showed how he 

was starting to romanticize sociocultural responsibility and getting more and more 

involved to romantic ideals and forms. From 1965 onwards, especially after the release 

of Bringing It All Back Home (1965), his poetic mode developed into the lowest 

mimetic kind of literature introducing his paramount years. He wanted to work his 

lyrics poetically and be able to be considered not just a singer but a complete artist, the 

same way he appreciated other authors’ work: Carl Sandburg, Allen Ginsberg, Jack 

Kerouac etc. Bob Dylan would bring songs to communicate more directly with his 

95
 



 

  

         

          

      

            

               

              

         

 
 

  

  

 

   

 

 

       

    

   

       

         

        

     

    

      

       

 

     

        

      

    

     

 

     

      

 

 


 

 


 

 


 


 

 


 

audience. His paradoxical reverence to tradition and individual exploration suggested 

that “Dylan made intentionally alienating music to declare his independence from the 

folk movement.” (Maxwell, 2014: 131) 

Regardless of how the critics surveyed his poetic and musical development, as 

well as his many identities and scenarios, he always avoided belonging to any group or 

specific label and he included these kinds of admonitions in his singing "credo". Songs 

like "Restless Farewell" (1964) serve as an example, 

And the dirt of gossip blows into my face
 
And the dust of rumors covers me
 
But if the arrow is straight
 
And the point is slick
 
It can pierce through dust no matter how thick
 
So I’ll make my stand 

And remain as I am
 
And bid farewell and not give a damn.
 

Freedom is the sole way to reach self-fulfillment. Dylan, like the foremost 

singer-songwriter of his time, directs a message for his society. I say he directs his 

message because he uses the song in a dialogical way. The voice seems to be making 

excuses to act like he is going to. The act is planned, he is going to leave his friends, his 

girlfriend and all the people who knew him until today. And he is going to do it 

momentarily, which add some tension to his discourse, “Oh a false clock tries to tick 

out my time”. Most verbs in Dylan's songs are performative (Austin, 1962) but all of 

them are performable as long as they are expressed throughout the course of their 

performance, that is, in the middle of the action. 

The impetus of being an individual puts the act of leaving and persuading 

someone about why we are leaving at the same level. Although during any performance 

the signer does not expect any reply from the audience, his own speech, like his 

departure seem equally decisive. The contemporary philosopher, Charles Taylor 

explained that "the making and sustaining of our identity, in the absence of an heroic 

effort to break out of ordinary existence, remains dialogical throughout our lives" 

(1991: 35). The authorized rock music biographer Anthony Scaduto remarks how Dylan 

in the final song of The Times They Are A-Changin’ declares that the ultimate thing a­

changin’ is his own individual attitude, 
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(…) he tries to step back from personal involvement, telling his audience that he is not 

really a prophet; he is just a man who loves his freedom and doesn't want to be locked 

into any stance; that his songs were written because he had to get down every thought 

that came into his head to keep from going insane; that they were written for himself 

and his friends and had no deeper design; and that he was bidding them farewell and 

not give a damn. 

(Scaduto, 2001: 3886) 

When Bob Dylan had won the necessary self-consciousness and was ready to 

explore the depths of his own personality and thoughts, Bringing It All Back Home 

(1965) appeared. On August of the same year, Bob Dylan met The Beatles for the first 

time at the Delmonico Hotel in New York and they became friends. Still, this album 

echoed the past tradition while lyrics made revolutionary experiments by giving words 

not just the modernist “stream of consciousness” but rather “the rhythm of thought” – 

translated from Isabel Paraíso (1985)–; a term that comprehends a poetic creation in 

which lexical, syntactic and semantic content occur within the phonic rhythms of 

discourse. All this is accompanied by a strong sense of civilization. Ironically, the artist 

–who doesn’t want any other to lead his acts but himself– ironizes too about social 

rules. For example, he mocks the supposedly “correct” western living in his song 

“Subterranean Homesick Blues” when he numbers all the things anyone should do: 

"Don't try "No-Doz", better stay away from those that carry around a fire house. Keep a 

clean nose…" (1965) Such orders, he sings, comes from the DA (District Attorney) who 

institutes legal proceedings against someone.
43 

In this case, the orders are introduced to 

Maggie, Johnny and me, who play the role of another possible love triangle, also 

mysteriously connected to the image of the Christian Trinity. However, these three 

characters are independent, they don’t follow leaders, they don’t belong to any district 

or community. Indeed, they are like Dostoyevsky’s Notes From Underground (1864) 

leading character, or like Pynchon’s protagonists of Entropy (1960). Ultimately, in 

Pynchon's story, there is no order or orders. The type of characters that inhabit this 

album are all bums, vagrants, outsiders, connected to nature from their beds, like 

Maggie, and experimenting with new medicines. Like in Callisto’s house (“Entropy”), 

Johnny is also in the basement. There the characters who construct their intimate 

sanctuary, which was “hermetically sealed, it was a tiny enclave of regularity in the 

city’s chaos, alien to the vagaries of the weather, of national politics, of any civil 

disorder” (Pynchon, 1960). One of these typified creatures wants to escape "Maggie's 

Farm", a corollary of his escape from the Folk Society, with lots of cross-correlations 
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with his music context: "They say "sing while you slave" and I just get bored. I ain’t 

gonna work on Maggie’s farm no more”. For its part, “Subterranean Homesick Blues” 

is not a strict blues, neither in form nor in content. Blues structure was simpler: four 

verses paired with each other and a conclusion to end each section gave form to love 

and lonesomeness ideas. Here, rhythm & blues music shows its recent electric temper 

and it also goes faster by composing a collage of new visions and revisions. Words have 

to chase after the rhythm with the singer’s ability and he shows that rock ‘n’ roll can 

function equally good for his lyrical content. 

There started to be a slight resemblance between him and the characters 

portrayed, like in the big hit included "Mr. Tambourine Man". What is more, this type 

of character will be thoroughly explored by the singer during his entire career. With all 

these strategies he censures conventional ways of thinking about life and art, emotion as 

opposed to logic. In "Mr. Tambourine Man" the main voice begs Mr. Tambourine Man 

to concentrate only on rhythm and not in rhyme, leaning towards music elements 

against words –the most inexact of the two. We owe this metafictional commentary a 

bigger explanation as it provides some answers to how did the author regard the role of 

lyrics in his songs at that time. In the lines, "And if you hear vague traces of skippin' 

reels of rhyme to your tambourine in time, it's just a ragged clown behind, I wouldn't 

pay it any mind. It's just a shadow you're seeing that he's chasing", the singer attributes 

the interpreter the adjective of the clown, because he fools and misinterprets the song's 

meaning. He would refer to the clown again in Highway 6 Revisited (1965) liner notes, 

“the Clown appears -- puts a gag over Autumn's mouth and says "there are two kinds of 

people -- simple people & normal people". However, his capricious use of words and 

images like enigmatic clues heartens interpretations. If it were not so, probably the 

audience would not worry about its meaning, whereas from the listener’s viewpoint the 

song seems to be uncovering a hidden truth about the artist’s personal vicissitudes. 

From the point of view of this research and after analyzing many repetitive 

elements in his music, "Mr. Tambourine Man" seems to make another contribution to 

Dylan's portrayal of the ideal authentic being. I will explore deeper this idea in the point 

referring to authenticity and his mythic representations in the last section of this 

research, where some of the most salient alter egos are described. His idealism at this 

first period of his career goes parallel to such famous exhortation as Martin Luther King 

Jr's "free at last" (1963) that he witnessed first-hand. Like he sang in "Gates of Eden", 
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his ideal will also arrive when "the cowboy angel rides with his candle lit in to the sun" 

or during his numbered dreams ("Bob Dylan Dream", "Bob Dylan Dream 115
th
”). This 

project should constitute the only hope after “It’s all over now, baby blue”. 

Besides introducing the idea of authenticity, he interweaves with special ability 

the always-in-combat forms of high art and popular art, producing an idealist form of 

their different idioms. "He made the topical protest song ‘respectable'. When he sired 

‘folk rock' and other styles, the whole music world followed him." (Shelton, 2011: 42) 

His venturing in other musical genres gave him the impulse for creating under diverse 

musical formulas. That helped his songs reaching a wider audience –probably by an 

effect of his contract with the "Majors"–, and contributed to making of his experiments 

a popular element, no longer related just to the “high” culture. “Dylan is primarily an 

explorer of content, though he has also pushed the form in significant ways, particularly 

in terms of song length and melding various genres that had never been so deeply 

synthesized.” (Maxwell, 2014: 3400) His writing recalled other literary compositions 

like vaudeville and minstrelsy, (listen to The Basement Tapes, recently completed 2014) 

and vernacular black folk music genres. Wilfrid Mellers (Gray, 2008: 624) says it 

shouldn’t “astonish us that such an artist can have re-forged the links between folk and 

sophisticated culture” because in the 1960s theorist Marshall McLuhan predicted a 

revival of orally driven artistic forms. Regarding this aspect, Bob Dylan’s unique use of 

song meant this comeback to oral literature in the realm of popular music. “Popular 

songs are the only form that describes the temper of the times. . . . That’s Where the 

people hang out. It’s not in books; it’s not on the stage; it’s not in the galleries.” (Dylan, 

1966) He gives a real referent to scholars and critics that studied what is known as ethno 

poetics, a possible solution to determine at what precise moment words started to 

combine poetically or to contain a meaningful sense or lyricism. According to Dylan, 

poetry started way back, aurally, in the sang words of bards and itinerant musicians and 

it should stay in this form because it is the only way it will be temporary, dependent on 

the wind. This renovated terms of literature were originally introduced by the Beat 

poets. Actually, on the cover of the album, there is a portrait of Lord Buckley laying 

over the mantle piece above the fireplace. Lord Buckley was a stage performer and 

recording artist who used comedy to ironize about humanity. He inspired the work of 

various other poets and performers of the Beat generation. In H. Sounes' Down the 

Highway: The life of Bob Dylan (2001) Dylan claims that the expression "jingle jangle" 

99
 



 

  

     

 

  

     

   

    

       

   

      

   

      

    

          

      

  

     

     

       

     

           

  

      

     

    

      

          

   

       

  

 

 

 

 

 


	

	


	


 

in "Mr. Tambourine Man" was taken from him. As Tim Wood states in The Poetics of 

the Limit: Ethics and Politics in Modern and Contemporary American Poetry, the Beats 

“undoubtedly widened the expressive potential of literature, breaking the back of elitism 

of the New Criticism and opening Literature up to an unending series of collaborations 

with other forms of expression, particularly in the field of music.” (2006: 460) 

Bob Dylan’s would never be more in the boundary between popular forms of 

expression and the vanguards of elitist artistic expression than in the second half of the 

1960s when he started trying to incorporate as many poetic images and poetic resources 

to his lyrics as possible, added to a potent surrealist content. After stressing “the 

importance of tradition in both questioning and defining contemporary reality” 

(Eyerman & Jamison, 1998: 34-5), he reached the top of surreal and fragmentary 

images with his albums Highway 61 Revisited and Blonde on Blonde (1965), as well as 

with the imminent publication of his book Tarantula (1970). In the former he started 

producing a kind of postmodern poetry by making use of parody, fragmentation, 

symbolism, Joycean wordplay and the kind of Beatnik rhythms as could be found in 

Ginsberg's and Kerouac's books. The latter also proposed in his title On the Road (1951) 

a technique of spontaneity followed by jazz’s features. All of it emphasized the 

impossibility of poetic exegesis, provided that most songs had confusing clues, 

fragmentary images, etc. His sole intention might be just for us to rejoice in their form 

and sound the same way we enjoy paintings or the song of birds. As the singer would 

often say by questioning the basis of interpretation, “Why does one love a night, a 

flower, everything that surrounds a man, without trying to understand it all?”
44 

In musical terms, his ballad format, for example, his use of quatrains (four-line 

stanzas) and different ballad meters (depending on the number of syllables), changed to 

alternative structures, longer sections with a high density of words and rock music 

schemes. Note "Like A Rolling Stone" where he reintroduces the conventional opening 

for stories, especially for children stories –another element of naiveté. There is also 

good presence of internal rhyme and assonance. Rhetorical questions follow each other, 

for example, in "Ballad of a Thin Man". It is his way of imposing a new attitude 

towards the "real", a new vision, 

Now you see this one-eyed midget 

Shouting the word “NOW”
	
And you say, “For what reason?”
	
And he says, “How?”
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And you say, “What does this mean?”
	
And he screams back, “You’re a cow
	
Give me some milk
 
Or else go home
 

The singer rereads tradition through the lens of progressive stands giving to 

that old road, highway 61 –today US Route 61– often called “the blues highway” that 

leads to several determinant points in popular music. Both of his most prominent 

musicians, Alan Kooper on keyboards and Michael Bloomfield on guitar, accompany 

him and the whole band. Like in his next album, there are many vindictive words. Look 

at “Queen Jane Approximately” regarding the way some people hold to the conformist 

side of life and do not take any risks. His social evaluations make him able to continue 

alluding to what is wrong in the world according to a modern set of moral values and 

attitudes which the singer liked to give voice to (“Desolation Row”). However, the 

others’ attitudes are to some extent impossible to apprehend and it only remains who I 

am and my own meditations. Authors like Angela Carter remarked the way his music 

was turning inward this time. She wrote a review of one of his concerts in 1966 at the 

London Magazine saying, “The best of the songs on his latest all-electric LP ‘Highway 

61 Revisited’, songs such as ‘Like A Rolling Stone’ and ‘Ballad of A Thin Man’, have a 

mature savagery and a scary kind of wit which is new and extraordinary in music of ass 

appeal.” (1966: 101) 

Dylan’s blurriest version of himself –watch the cover of the album– came with 

the culmination of drug use and abuse, long touring activities and his contact with other 

vanguards. Blonde on Blonde contained his name (note the abbreviation 
45 

) and 

illustrated his effective use of other music genres. There are music phrases repeated 

over and over during most of these recordings, like in "Rainy Day Women #12 & 35", 

"I Want You", or the harmonica riff of "Obviously Five Believers". Repetition 

constitutes an exultant mode of approaching music consumes against the big lyric 

content of his songs. That is why we mostly listen to monotonous melodies and 

repeated word sequences playing the role of refrains. As a result of this, there is titles ad 

spread references to repetition and circularity, like in "Fourth Time Around" or verses 

that seem to emulate the unexpected appearance of a ghostly vision ("Leopard Skin 

Pillbox Hat", "Visions of Johanna"). The most conventional ballad is “One of Us Must 

Know (Sooner or Later)” depicting a long refrain that echoes the title twice, but 

inversely: “Sooner or later one of us must know…” and breaking with the voice’s 
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pretexts. 

Apart from structural and prolonged variation, Blonde on Blonde provides the 

listener with a crazy context of pure social relationships that the artist chronicled 

regardless of their negativity. There are many discussions and vindicated discourses 

(“Stuck Inside of Mobile with the Memphis Blues Again”) where he blames others and 

unveils the wrongs they are doing: “Achilles is in your alleyway, he don’t want me 

here...” (Temporary Like Achilles”) Even the Mona Lisa is suspected: “Mona Lisa 

musta had the highway blues, you can tell by the way she smiles”. However, he 

specially directs his anger towards “the troublemakers and Pharisees of the modern era” 

(Margotin and Guesdon, 2015: 3710). He puts down many other actors too in his quest 

for errant souls. He even makes a journey description across the walls of a haunted 

house in "Visions of Johanna", where the all-night girls whisper of escapade out on the 

D-Train while he is stuck inside of Mobile, with the Memphis Blues Again. The 

repeated condition of the self is also stressed in "Just Like A Woman" where he repeats 

each stereotyped/unconventional behaviour of that woman/girl that must be an 

adolescent in the middle of an undetermined girlhood to adulthood. 

Ah, you fake just like a woman, yes, you do
 
You make love just like a woman, yes, you do
 
Then you ache just like a woman
 
But you break just like a little girl
 

Also in “Most Likely You Go…” the beloved singer makes a direct accusation 

towards his lover distrusting him or her, 

You say you love me 

And you’re thinkin’ of me 

But you know you could be wrong
 
You say you told me
 
That you wanna hold me
 
But you know you’re not that strong 

(1966) 

The childish action of revealing others’ secrets contrasts with an opposite 

intent of hiding his individual feelings after symbols and clues: “My warehouse eyes, 

my Arabian drums. Should I leave them by your gate or, sad-eyed lady, should I wait?” 

(“Sad-eyed Lady Of The Lowlands”). This is the overall idea of the album, to reveal a 
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Thomas Paine (1738- 1809) One of the various nicknames of the city, a reference to the city’s
	

predominance in arts, politics, finance and media. (Wikipedia.com)
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All these referents would disappear from his discography very soon because as soon as he was
 

abandoning the folk revival movement, these were less and less frequent to see. The last ones were "Bob
 

Dylan's 115
th 

Dream" and "Outlaw Blues", both belonging to 1965 Bringing It All Back Home. 
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Guthrie, W. (1947). Talking Centralia. In Long Ways to Travel The Unreleased Folkways Masters,
 

1944-1949. Washington: Smithsonian Folkways Recordings. (1995).
 
276 

---. (1963). Talking Columbia. In Asch Recordings, Vol. 3: Hard Travelin'. Washington: Smithsonian
 

Folkways Recordings. (1999).
 

277 
---. (1960). Talking Dust Bowl Blues. In Dust Bowl Ballads. Washington: Smithsonian Folkways
 

Recordings. (2004).
 
278 

---. (). Talking Fishing Blues. (1961). In Asch Recordings, Vol. 1: This Land Is Your Land. 


Washington: Smithsonian Folkways Recordings. (1999).
 

279 Woody Guthrie. Talkin’ Subway. (1961).In Woody Guthrie's American Song [Original Cast] Woody
 

Guthrie Publications, Inc. & TRO-Ludlow Music, Inc. (BMI) (1996).
 

280 New York City. In My Name is New York. (1947). [Nora Guthrie and other artists] New York: Woody
 

Guthrie Publications, Inc. & Shake Sugaree (2014).
 
281 

Michael Alexander wrote about, "how profoundly Pound wished to reclaim for poetry areas which the
 

lyric tradition lost to the novel in the nineteenth century—areas of social, public, and cultural life” in
 

(1981) The Poetic Achievement of Ezra Pound Los Angeles: California University Press, p. 121 (as cited
 

in poetryfoundation.org “Ezra Pound”)
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As explained in “The Law of Excluded Middle” on The Stanford University. An Introduction to
 

Philosophy, last retrieved 21/03/2017 from
 

https://web.stanford.edu/~bobonich/glances%20ahead/IV.excluded.middle.html
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As cited in Orr, 2017.
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As cited by Niles, 1999: 4
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Keats, J. “Ode on a Grecian Urn” retrieved from https://www.poetryfoundation.org 23/03/2017
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In Dyan’ Liner Notes (1963)
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