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M
a vis Stap les (pictured inset ) 
is a black gospe l and 
rh ythm and blues singer 

and long-time civil-r ight s activist. 
Bob Dylan so ught her hand in 
marriage in 1962 and she is still 
tourin g w ith him today. Wh en 
aske d about what gra bb ed and 
shook her when she first heard his 
song th at beca me a civil-right s 
anth em, Blowin ' in the Wind, she 
once ex pla ined: "We just 
wo nd ered how with him being a 
littl e white boy, how co uld he feel 
all th ose thin gs we felt, yo u 
know? All thi s pain and 

th ose o f so ngsters in tw o centuries 
of English-lang uage popu lar tr adi 
tions like Wade in the Water, 
Delia, Dark as a Du ngeon, Hard 
Times, Jim Jones or Why Try to 
Change Me Now?, Dylan 
exp lo res and co nveys th e wor k
ings o f our hum an hea rt s. 

Bob Dylan mat ters beca use he 
is do ing now what he was doin g 
in 1960 to 1962, when he was 
tr ansfusing int o his ow n being th e 
res tless, tra gic life and poetic a rt 
o f Woody Guthri e (pictur ed 
below left), who cared deep ly for 
the poo r and di spossessed and 
sang our abo ut th em and the 
peo ple o f wealth and power who 
ro bb ed th em with fountain pens 
and killed th em in Lud low, Co lor-

ado o r Los Ga to s Ca nyo n. 
Dylan told Guthri e, 

the hurt, yo u know. 
How could he write 
these so ngs? H e saw 
thin gs and he wrote 
abou t th em. " 

•- already long institu-
tionalised and 

severely deb ili
tated with 
Huntin g

She felt so me
thing we ca n tr ace 

.~ 
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in Dylan 's music 
throu gh 60 yea rs of 
official and un offic ial 
recordings, so methin g palp-
able in th e so ngs he sings and 
how he sings them - like Frank 
Sinatra, his way. Whether singing 
his ow n songs or so ngs by 
contempora ries, such as Warren 
Zevo n, Go rd on Lightfo ot , Van 
Morrison or Willie Ne lson , o r 

---
~ 

ton's 
di sease, in 

Song for 
Woody (writ

ten prob ably in 
February 196 1) th at 

he was "see in ' yo ur world 
of places and thin gs/ 
yo ur paup ers and peas 
ant s and princes and 
kings". Dylan has 
always seen peo ple and 
wo nd ere d feelingly about 
th em - and him self. In 
Rolling Stone magazine's 
numb er one rock'n'roll song 
of a ll tim e, Lik e a Rolling 
Stone, Dylan as ks aga in and 
aga in, " H ow does it feel? How 
does it feel?" 

Dylan sees people, p laces an d 
thin gs as an out sider and ex plores 
th em as an insider. H e envi sions 
his subj ects in the so und and 
wo rd equi va len ts o f th e form s and 
co lour s of th e painter th at he is. 
H e tells us th at he learn ed in 
sprin g 1974 from arti st No rm an 
Rae ben how to write so ngs "more 
like a paint er would paint a song 
as [oppo sed] to compose it ". Like 
Wi lfred Owen writing A Terre, 
Dy lan ha s writt en hauntin g 
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everything he could steal THE AUTHOR 

photographic song poems, too: 
Blind Willie McTell and Man in 
the Long Black Coat. 

When Dylan writes a nd sings 
abo ut the stuff of hum an lives, his 
words a nd images ca n be bruta lly 
direct, magically and myster io usly 
symbolic, tip- of- th e-ton gue a llu
sive, int ensely probing. H e can be 
playfu l and jo yo us. We ride with 
him in the saddl e on his big white 
goose (Country Pie). He sings us 
a nursery rhyme ( Under the Red 
Sky) . Besides pa intin g, Dylan has 
used folk and blu es so ngs, Tin 
Pan Alley rhymes a nd a deep love 
of movies to figure o ur how to put 
songs toge th er so th at th ey have 
a sustai ned emotio na l afterg low 
that linear narrative or str a ight 
forwar d reportin g of what 
happe ned, where, when , why and 
how wo uld not give th em . Dylan 
has a lways kn own, like th e 
ancient Greeks, th at what is not 

tru e can be tru er than tru e. 
There it is. Simpl e. Only it 

isn't . 
Dylan's songs ca n be 

placed int o more ca tegor ies 
than Arg us has eyes . 

No ne of his so ngs lies 
eth er ised up o n a ta ble 
invitin g us to di ssec t 
and int er pr et it. 

No netheless, in 
Why Dylan Matt ers, 
Harvar d Univers ity 
c lassic ist Richa rd 
Thomas, a schol ar 
of Virgil an d a lead-

ing theorist and 
pr ac titi o ner of int er

tex tu a lity in La tin 
poetry, a na lyses th e forms 

and co nt ent s of Dylan's so ngs 
and tak es us inside Dylan's 

poetic a rti st ry. Thomas is a 
"pro fesso r " in th e best sense. He 
has rea l int ellectu a l symp athi es 
for Dylan, who is w hat th e 
anc ient Greeks ca lled a 
"proph etes", a " proph et", liter 
ally one who speaks forth what 
we would call tru e a nd false 
thin gs. The Greeks lump ed our 
true and fa lse toget her in th eir 
peculiar word for " truth ". For 
them, truth mea nt wh at is unfor
getta ble an d mu st not esca pe our 
notice. 

As an expert in what he ca lls 
the "best of Roman litera tur e" 
from the 3 rd century BC to th e 
2nd AD, Th omas' work on Dylan 
compl eme nt s Sir Chri stop her 

Rick s' Dylan 's Visions of Sin 
(200 4 ), which exa min ed Dylan's 
so ngs a long with " th e grea test 
English litera tur e of th e las t five 
centuri es". Both Rick s and 
Thomas und ersta nd Dyla n 's " love 
and th eft" o f o th er mu sica l an d 
liter ary works. Thomas here 
ex pla ins Dylan 's appropriations 
of pa ssages from Hom er's Odys
sey, Virgil's Aeneid, Ovid's 
Epist les from Pontus, 
Ca tullu s' love poems 
a nd Junichi Saga's 
Confessions of 
a Yakuza as a 
distinctive practice 
of thos e T. S. Eliot 
ca lls good o r matur e 
poe ts. They "w ill 
usua lly borrow from 
a uthor s remote in tim e, o r 
a lien in la nguage, or diverse in 
int eres t " and they will "f weld 
th eir] th eft into a whole of feeling 
which is uniqu e". 

T homa s stresses that "fo r 
Dy lan, it is th e art of th e so ng 
th at matt ers". Ind eed, Dylan tells 
us in hi s Chron icles: Volum e One 
(200 4 ) th at ea rly on he noticed 
oth er singe rs t ry ing to put them
selves across, but he a lways "pu ts 
th e song across" . 

Thomas' literary critical obse r
vation s o n Dylan's art help us to 
see th e Virgilian craft and hard 
labour th a t go into Dyla n 's 

'' has real 
intellectual sympathies 
for Dylan, who is what the 
ancient Greeks called a 
'prophetes', a 'prophet', 
literally one who speaks 
forth what w~ , call 
true and fals7 i 

ma kin g of so ng poems. But 
Thomas also gives us his hear tfelt 
personal rake on what Dy lan has 
mea nt to him from th e age of 23 
wh en he tr ave lled from New 
Zealand to gradu ate schoo l in th e 
US - in his trunk were Th e Songs 
of Leonard Cohen ( 1967) and 
Dylan 's Blonde on Blonde (1966 ) 
- th ro ugh to his teac hin g a t 

Harva rd four times over 
th e pa st 13 yea rs a 

freshman seminar on 
Bob Dylan. 

Thomas offers 
insight s int o how 
partic ular songs 
work a nd how th ey 

are related to oth er 
songs an d po ems, 

even th ose without clea r 
classical an tecedent s, eg, 

Fourth Time Arou nd and th e 
Beatles' Norwegian Wood; or 
Rimb a ud 's The Drunk en Boat, as 
tr ansla ted int o English in the year 
a fter Dylan was born, and Dyla n 's 
Mr. Tambourine Man . Thomas 
shows us in derai l how Dy lan 's 
Trying to Get to Heaven stea ls 
fro m blues and folk so ngs sun g by 
the likes of Furr y Lewis (pictur ed 
above), Tom Ru sh and Woody 
Guthri e an d collect ed by Alan 
Lo max and Byron Arno ld . 

As a harbin ger of what futur e 
scho lars are likely to di scover in 
th e Bob Dylan Archives in Tu lsa, 
Okl a homa, Thom as pieces 
toge th er from what Dyla n wrote 
in a small blu e sp ira l noteboo k of 
45 pages th e evo luti o n of his 
signatur e masterpiece Tangled up 
in Blue (19 75 ). The so ng start ed 
o ut being ca lled " Du sty Sweatbox 
Blues" and th en probably "B lue 
Car nation". 

In closing, Th omas comment s 
on Dy lan 's words to th e Swedish 
Academy concerning his Nobe l 
Prize in Literature. Two sta tement s 
stand o ut : " It 's my songs th at are 
at th e viral center of a lmos t every 
thin g I do"; and " Some so ngs -
Blind Willie [McTellJ, The Ballad 
of Hollis Brown, Joey, A Hard 
Rain, Hur ricane, and so me others 
- definitely are H omer ic in value. 
Th e aca demics, th ey o ught to 
know ." 

Richard Thomas pro ves th at 
some of us ac tu a lly do . 

Tom Palaima is profes sor of 
Classics, University of Texas 
at Au stin. 

Richard F.Thomas, George Martin Lane 
professor of the Classics at Harvard 
University, spent his early life in New 
Zealand and recalls "sailing, swim
ming in the ocean, diving off ferry 
wharves, climbing cliffs, taking risks 
of which my parents, like all parents 
of that earlier age, were oblivious, 
and generally learning to be disobe
dient. .. Growing up in such a beautiful 
setting, in a country that has always 
seemed to value social and eco
nomic justice, in a time that seemed 
more simple than it probably was, 
has always stayed with me." 

As an undergraduate at the Univer
sity of Auckland, Thomas starting out 
doing Classics and law, "moving on to 
Classics and Japanese after hitting 
land law", and then settling for just 
Classics, in which he went on to a doc
torate at the University of Michigan. 
Although a Bob Dylan fan from about 
the age of 14, "[the] 1960s and 1970s 
singer-songwriters were not of aca
demic interest until graduate school, 
when I started thinking about similar
ities of outlook between his lyrics and 
the Greek and Roman lyric poets, Sap
pho and Catullus for instance". The 
approach has gained added relevance 
since 2001, "when the poetry of 
Homer, Virgil and Ovid became part of 
Dylan's songwriting. Particularly in 
recent years, Dylan has taken on the 
age-old practice of intertextually acti
vated composition ... with such success 
that his versions are equal or superior 
to the stolen contexts:' 

Asked about the continuing rele
vance of the Classics, Thomas 
stresses the value of "any song or lit
erature that has survived precisely 
because it has been found time and 
time again to help human beings live 
examined lives that are worth living ... 
The vocational value of the human
ities in teaching critical and analytic 
thinking, for which there is now anec
dotal as well as empirical evidence, 
tends to get downplayed in the rush 
to expand the reach of STEM. People 
have been talking about the death of 
the Classics for the last two centur
ies, but we're still here." 

Matthew Reisz 
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