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The summer before my senior year of high school, I took a seminar at Harvard Summer 
School entitled “Bob Dylan: The Lyrics in Their Literary, Cultural, and Musical Contexts.” At 
that point, I don’t believe I owned a single Dylan album; perhaps I had “Like A Rolling Stone” 
and “Mr. Tambourine Man” on my iPod, but I knew little about the man or his music. To this 
day, I credit that summer experience with introducing me not only to Bob Dylan, but also to the 
understanding and appreciation of cultural history—including the history of rock and roll—as a 
legitimate academic pursuit. Dylan serves as an exemplar of an entire generation of musicians 
and poets, and also can provide a figurative nexus for examining the political and cultural 
turmoil of the 1960s. The course was taught by a Classics professor and self-proclaimed 
Dylanologist (a term I’m pretty sure Bob himself would be offended by), who introduced me to 
Dylan’s 30+ studio albums and an astounding collection of books by and about Bob Dylan. I had 
no idea that literature and intensive academic study could coincide with a cultural icon in this 
way, and it was then that I innocently began a book collection with Michael Gray’s Song and 
Dance Man III.  

I acquired quite a few of the books in my collection as a result of this course, and thus I 
began my collection while approaching Dylan and his music as a sort of interdisciplinary 
academic study, looking for books in the fields of literature, religion, cultural history and even 
musical theory. Each book, whether the coffee table art books given to me as gifts or the shorter 
collections of essays, complements the others and helps me to piece together the mystery 
surrounding an artist who has meant so much to me. I have come to recognize the distinctions 
within the body of material, whether they are biographies, literary and cultural critiques of his 
music, or larger philosophical, religious or political messages in Dylan’s oeuvre. As I have 
expanded my collection to include writings about Dylan’s precursors and influences, such as 
Woody Guthrie and Leonard Cohen, I have been introduced to the variety of perspectives from 
which to view his music and career, and how pervasive one artist can be. Moreover, I have seen 
how prolific Dylan has been as an individual, having recently acquired collections of his art and 
poetry that display his multiple artistic talents. 

Along with Michael Gray, music journalists and scholars such as Greil Marcus, 
Christopher Ricks and Clinton Heylin have become familiar names that provide an invaluable 
context for approaching a new book in the field. Most of the authors in this collection are not 
objective critics or academics, but have researched and analyzed Dylan because they grew up 
listening to The Times They Are A-Changing (1964) and Blonde on Blonde (1966). This leads to 
obvious biases, with authors either failing to critique Dylan because of their personal adoration 
and nostalgia for the 1960s, or critiquing his career too harshly because they desire more 
definitive answers as devoted fans of his art. At the same time, the very experiential and personal 
undertones of Dylanology make the works more engaging and rewarding, and underscore how 
influential of an artist and cultural icon Dylan has become. 

Many Bob Dylan fans outwardly reject the approaches that authors in this collection take 
towards the man and his music. I have defended myself against arguments that Bob Dylan did 
not create his music to be scrutinized by academics, nor did he have any desire to serve as a 
symbol of a generation. Instead, his music should be appreciated on an individual basis, and each 
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listener should craft their own Dylan myth and draw their own meaning from his work. Yet these 
books are integral to my own vision of Dylan, and my collection has helped me to find personal 
significance in his music and poetry. Although I am a generation removed from Dylan’s rise to 
fame, I still feel incredibly connected to the literary, musical, philosophical and cultural 
traditions that he has become part of, and my constantly expanding collection of Dylan books 
serves as a testament to the artist’s trans-generational appeal and his continued importance in and 
influence on American popular culture.  
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“All I can do is be me, whoever that is”: 
Dylan: The Man, His Influences, and His Times 

• Boucher, David. Dylan and Cohen: Poets of Rock and Roll. London: Continuum, 2004. 
 
This book is a comparative study of Bob Dylan and Leonard Cohen, two musical 
geniuses who, in the wake of the mass consumption and pop culture of the 1960s, 
broke new grounds in rock and roll through their incredibly poetic music. 
Boucher dissects how the two artists both dealt with issues of war, 
counterrevolution, and sexuality in their music, but diverged in ways that make 
each songwriter a unique public figure. Both Dylan and Cohen were considered 
by some contemporaries to be ‘the voice of the generation,’ and Boucher does an 
excellent job of discussing how each man psychologically and artistically 
confronted that expectation. 
 

• The Cambridge Companion to Bob Dylan. Ed. Kevin J.H. Dettmar. Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 2009. 

 
This book is part of a series of brief introductions to popular culture icons, and I 
believe it serves as an excellent introduction to Bob Dylan. The essays it includes 
on Dylan as part of the Anglo-American tradition and his perspectives on religion 
and gender are interesting but cursory. It only examines a handful of Dylan’s 
albums, dubbed his ‘Landmark Albums,’ a view I find very limiting when looking 
at Dylan as an artist who has changed immensely from album to album.  This 
would serve as an excellent book for those who are entirely new to Dylan and are 
looking for an introductory text. 
 

• Gray, Michael. Song & Dance Man III: The Art of Bob Dylan. London: Continuum,  
2000. 

Gray’s monstrosity of a book serves as a type of encyclopedia on Dylan’s 
songwriting, and in fact Gray revised his work into a more organized version 
entitled The Bob Dylan Encyclopedia (2008). Gray’s book is considered by some 
to have solidified Dylan studies as a legitimate form of cultural academia, with 
extraordinary amounts of footnotes from copious research on historical and 
literary references. Most notable is the incredible time Gray takes linking 
particular songs and passages in songs to classic literary forms such as ballads and 
nursery rhymes. When I wrote a poetry paper on five Dylan songs for my 
Advanced Placement English course in high school, I found Gray’s framework of 
analysis to be particularly useful. Nevertheless, because Gray has been a 
Dylanologist for a long time and has a particular stake in making his study appear 
erudite and official, his analysis has the tendency to sound pretentious.  

• Hajdu, David. Positively 4th Street: The Lives and Times of Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, Mimi  
Baez Fariña and Richard Fariña. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2001. 
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This book is a biography of four artists that helps to paint a vivid picture of 
Greenwich Village in the early 1960s. Hajdu paints a picture of the intertwining 
romantic and artistic relationships between the Baez sisters, Dylan, and Fariña, 
exposing the tensions over artistic differences and lovers’ quarrels. The book was 
clearly well researched, and Hajdu even has quotes from Fariña’s close yet 
reclusive friend Thomas Pynchon (particularly enjoyable for me as I begin an 
Independent Study on Pynchon’s literature).  Overall, Hajdu’s book gives a 
greater context for Dylan, but he spends much of the book discussing gossipy 
stories and trying to prove that Fariña, not Dylan, is the definitive origin of the 
1960s folk tradition. 

• Highway 61 Revisited: Bob Dylan’s Road from Minnesota to the World. Ed. Colleen J.  
Sheehy and Thomas Swiss. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009. 

 
This book is a collection of essays by a variety of music journalists and notably 
many academics. Most unique in this collection are the essays on Dylan’s 
reception across the world: in Part II of the collection, entitled ‘Planet Waves,’ 
there are articles about Dylan in the United Kingdom, in Italy and in Japan, as 
well as a really interesting essay on Dylan and international protest during the 
Cold War. The scholars are not only music scholars but are active in history, 
black studies, linguistics and cross-cultural studies, making the collection 
particularly diverse in subject matter and style. The collection lacks a sense of 
cohesion, however, that I believe doesn’t necessarily create some sort of ‘overall’ 
image of Dylan but just presents multiple lenses through which to examine his 
artistic career. 
 

• O’Dell, Chris and Katherine Ketcham. Miss O’Dell: My Hard Days and Long Nights  
with The Beatles, The Stones, Bob Dylan, Eric Clapton, and the Women They 
Loved. New York: Touchstone Press, 2009. 

Chris O’Dell was the woman behind many of the pop and rock and roll musicians 
of the 1960s, touring with The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, and Dylan. Part-
muse, part-groupie, O’Dell recalls her intimate interactions with the music 
industry, telling of conversations she had with artists, managers and roadies, 
fights she witnessed, and beds she slept in. She recounts humorous moments such 
as when Dylan forgot his harmonicas when he set out on tour in 1969. While her 
storytelling is light and easy to read, and the anecdotes she shares are amusing 
and sometimes revealing, I cannot help but feel uncomfortable with how much of 
the novel surrounds the drugs, alcohol and sex that O’Dell used in order to 
become more integrated into and important to the music scene. While she 
certainly has amazing insights, the book serves as a reminder that the 1960s was 
not equally liberating for men and women. 

• Rotolo, Suze. A Freewheelin’ Time: A Memoir of Greenwich Village in the Sixties. New  
York: Broadway Books, 2008. 



  Tangled Up in Bob Dylan  5

Suze Rotolo was Bob Dylan’s girlfriend for a few years when he living in 
Greenwich Village. Their relationship has been immortalized in the photograph 
on the cover of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963), which features the couple 
walking together down a snowy street in Manhattan (it is also the cover of 
Rotolo’s memoir). This book is a compelling read; Rotolo captures the idealism 
and creativity of the Village as seen in Dylan and the folk music scene while also 
exposing how as a woman, she struggled to feel welcome in the male-dominated 
social and political movements of the time. Although it fails to offer any 
revelatory insights into Dylan or his musical career, it does provide interesting 
insights into the cultural history of Manhattan in the sixties. 

• Scaduto, Anthony. Bob Dylan: A Biography. London: Helter Skelter Publishing, 2001. 

First published in 1972, this book is one of the first Bob Dylan biographies, and in 
my opinion, one of the best. Much of the research from this book has been 
referred to in other stories of Dylan’s life, although because Scaduto ends his 
story after the release of New Morning (1971), it is missing many of the 
interesting changes Dylan’s music underwent in the eighties and nineties. On the 
other hand, Scaduto’s temporal proximity to Dylan’s rise to fame, perceived 
betrayal of folk music, and the scandal surrounding his motorcycle accident make 
the biography particularly charged with a sense of relevance, as well as a tone of 
adoration. 

• Smith, Larry David. Writing Dylan: The Songs of a Lonesome Traveler. Westport,  
Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 2005. 

This book takes an interesting approach to analyzing Dylan as a cultural figure, 
arguing that Robert Zimmerman (Dylan’s real name) created the persona of “Bob 
Dylan” as a constantly changing character. This notion that there are ‘multiple 
Bob Dylans,’ and that Dylan takes an active role in creating these images, has 
been echoed in the biopic I’m Not There (Dir: Todd Haynes, 2007) in which five 
different actors play the various sides of Bob Dylan. Smith’s work is 
comprehensive, organizing Dylan’s life into distinct ‘periods’ or ‘eras’ to explain 
changes in the artists’ message as conveyed by his lyrics.  

• Sounes, Howard. Down the Highway: The Life of Bob Dylan. New York: Grove Press,  
2001. 

 
This is an excellent biography of Dylan up until Time Out of Mind (1997), most 
notably because of the incredible number of interviews Sounes conducted with 
Dylan’s old friends and lovers, musicians, and people who worked with him over 
the years. It accounts more for the events in Dylan’s personal life than it does for 
any larger shifts in his music, but still serves as an important reference when 
thinking about Dylan’s career. 
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“A song is anything that can walk by itself”: 
Criticism and Scholarly Work on Dylan’s Music 

• Gills, Andy and Kevin Odegard. A Simple Twist of Fate: Bob Dylan and the Making of  
Blood on the Tracks. Cambridge: De Capo Press, 2004. 

I originally purchased this book as a reference for a paper I wrote on Blood on the 
Tracks (1975), which remains to this day my favorite Bob Dylan album. This 
album is credited with revitalizing Dylan’s career after a long slump. Kevin 
Odegard was one of the musicians who worked with Dylan in Minnesota in 
December 1974 to rewrite and re-record five of the singles on the album. This 
book recounts the intricate details of recording and producing. The authors take 
apart each recording of these songs (many of which have had multiple rewrites in 
later performances), noting the differences in lyrics. The book really gives a sense 
of how difficult it was to work with Dylan, as he struggled with a divorce and 
with a changing perspective on his music. 

• Gilmour, Michael. Tangled Up in the Bible: Bob Dylan & Scripture. London:  
Continuum, 2004. 

Bob Dylan has often been examined using the framework of intertextualism, as he 
has often taken the form of or references from other forms of literature to create a 
composite piece of writing in his songs. Michael Gilmour takes a close look at 
how Dylan has consistently used religious references in his songwriting, and has 
treated scripture as another text to borrow from or allude to. The book is written 
with a more scholarly tone than most other Dylan books, but succeeds in 
highlighting how Dylan has interacted with scripture and religious imagery in a 
literary way. Gilmour shies away, however, from making any biographical claims 
about Dylan’s personal connection to the religious imagery in his poetry and 
lyrics. 

• Heylin, Clinton. Bob Dylan: The Recording Sessions, 1960-1994. New York: St. Martin’s  
Press, 1995. 

This is an almost overwhelmingly detailed account of Dylan’s recording sessions, 
with lists of every song, unreleased cut, producer, musician, etc. on each album. 
Heylin even considers recordings done in apartment buildings in Minnesota 
before Dylan moved to Greenwich Village and signed with Columbia records. 
The accounts of each album include speculations over why certain songs were cut 
and how the recordings expose a progression in Dylan’s career and evolutions in 
his musical style. 

• Heylin, Clinton. Revolution in the Air: The Songs of Bob Dylan, 1957-1973. Chicago:  
Chicago Review Press, 2009. 

This book is a chronological list of every song that Dylan has written, with 
quotations, explanations and background stories about when the songs were first 
written and later revised. Heylin begins with Dylan’s youth in Hibbing, 
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Minnesota when the artist wrote his very first song in 1957, dedicated to actress 
Bridget Bardot. The amount of research behind the book is immense, with details 
from sources such as concert and studio recordings, including information on 
songs that were never released or performed live. This is more fact-based than 
Heylin’s earlier work. 

• Marcus, Greil. Like a Rolling Stone: Bob Dylan at the Crossroads.  New York: Public  
Affairs Books, 2006. 

Greil Marcus is an icon amongst rock journalist-historians, and has followed 
Dylan’s career since the beginning. He is an excellent writer and while he tends to 
praise Dylan, he is a balanced critic—upon the release of Self Portrait (1970), 
Marcus was famously quoted saying, “what is this shit?”  In this book, Marcus 
traces the song, Like a Rolling Stone, from its inception to the skyrocketing sales 
and career-changing effects it had for Bob Dylan. The song is placed in a larger 
context of Dylan’s oeuvre as well as of the folk music tradition and the political 
and social climate of the sixties. 

• Marcus, Greil. The Old, Weird America: The World of Bob Dylan’s Basement Tapes.  
New York: Picador, 1997. 

This book is just as compelling as Marcus’ other work, but focuses on a 
mysterious set of recordings that Dylan and The Band made in 1966 and released 
in 1975. The recordings are unique and full of insights into the musicians, and the 
music itself exposed how Dylan reverted to a more folk-based sound after his 
motorcycle accident in 1966, abandoning the electric sound of Highway 61 
Revisited (1965). Marcus explains (and sometimes idealizes) the ‘weird’ folk 
music traditions of the 1950s and 60s, and attempts to create a larger image of 
‘folk music’ around Dylan and The Band. 

• Ricks, Christopher. Dylan’s Visions of Sin. New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2003. 

Ricks takes an innovative approach to looking at Dylan’s lyrics, showing how the 
seven deadly sins, four virtues and three graces are central themes in Dylan’s 
poetry. Like Michael Gray’s literary analysis, Ricks draws from classic literature 
such as Shakespeare, Milton, and Donne to show how style and form was adopted 
and revised in Dylan’s lyrics. He takes apart the usage of particular words as in a 
study of poetry, and indeed treats Dylan more as a serious poet than a musician or 
cultural icon. 
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 “You don’t necessarily have to write to be a poet. Some people work in gas stations and 
they’re poets. I don’t call myself I poet because I don’t like the word. I’m a trapeze artist”: 

The Various Forms of Bob Dylan’s Art 

• Bob Dylan Lyrics, 1962-2001. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004. 

This book is absolutely necessary for all Dylan fans, and something I find myself 
referencing constantly. A list of every song he’s written up until 2001 (and thus 
not including Modern Times (2006), Together Through Life (2008), and the 
curious Christmas in the Heart (2009)), this collection sheds light on how prolific 
Dylan is. Seeing the lyrics in print sheds light on the true literary merits of 
Dylan’s work. 

• Bob Dylan Revisited. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008. 

This is one of the more beautiful books I own, and conceptually a very cool idea. 
Sixteen artists created graphic novel representations of Bob Dylan’s songs, such 
as “Blowing in the Wind,” “Positively Fourth Street,” and “Desolation Row.” The 
artwork is beautiful imaginative, with the lyrics written down to express how 
these artists envisioned the song. Dylan’s contribution to the arts and influence on 
other artists, not only musicians, is acknowledged and celebrated, as are the 
multiple possibilities that exist in the interpretation and representation of Dylan’s 
poetry. 

• Bob Dylan: The Drawn Blank Series. Ed. Ingrid Hossinger and Kerstin Drechsel.  
Munich: Prestel, 2008. 

This book was originally published alongside an exhibition in Germany, and 
contains a beautifully reprinted, huge collection of Dylan’s pencil and charcoal 
sketches. The art is mostly simplistic, with images of hotel rooms and bars in 
bright colors. What strikes me most about this book, which the art critics 
acknowledge in their essays, is how wide-ranging Dylan’s skills are – how 
intricately poetry and art can be linked. The work serves as a testament to Dylan’s 
artistic versatility. 

• The Bob Dylan Scrapbook, 1956-1966, with text by Robert Santelli. New York: Simon &  
Schuster, 2005. 

This scrapbook is an incredible book, with envelopes and inserts throughout with 
realistic replicas of Dylan’s notes while writing lyrics and stubs from early 
concerts he performed. Released as an accompaniment Martin Scorsese’s 2005 
documentary about Dylan from 1961 to 1966, No Direction Home, the book can 
be seen as a marketing ploy – the replicas are a little kitschy, the writing is just a 
basic cursory summary of Dylan’s early years in Greenwich Village. Even so, I 
usually show this book to those who are curious about my Dylan book collection, 
because it is one of the most visually stimulating and does have an impressive 
collection of Dylan photographs. 
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• Cott, Jonathan. Bob Dylan: The Essential Interviews. New York: Wenner Publishing,  
2006. 

This is another important book for Dylan fans, and is also an incredibly 
entertaining read. Dylan is notorious for his hilarious and quick-witted interviews, 
explaining his views to a media he ultimately came to resent. This collection 
spans decades of Dylan’s career. Dylan continuously refutes assertions that he is a 
protest singer, or that he speaks for the generation of youth or for any particular 
movement or genre of music. I would suggest that this reading be accompanied by 
a viewing of D.A. Pennebaker’s documentary about Dylan on tour, Don’t Look 
Back (1967). The interviews captured in the film will give readers an idea of the 
often-hostile tone that Dylan took with reporters, and give a better sense of Dylan 
as a pop star. 

• Dylan, Bob. Chronicles: Volume I. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2004. 

This book is Dylan’s autobiography, a really humorous and entertaining read. 
Dylan’s prose is witty and street-smart, and he pokes fun at himself, the media 
and other musicians of the time. He also discusses personal crises of identity, for 
instance when he goes to receive an honorary degree from Princeton University 
and fails to see how he has come to be idolized and revered when he actually 
wanted to separate from the generation that viewed him as their voice and their 
leader. It’s an enjoyable read and certainly provides wonderful insight into how 
the artist thinks, but fails to remove the enigma that is Bob Dylan. 

• Dylan, Bob, with photographs by Barry Feinstein. Hollywood Foto-Rhetoric: The Lost  
Manuscript. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008. 

This is a collection of Barry Feinstein’s photographs of Hollywood from the early 
1960s, recently recovered and paired up with Dylan’s poetry. The photographs 
depict a classic but dying golden age of the movies, and Dylan’s surreal poetry 
coincides with the harrowing emotion of the times. Both visually and 
intellectually, this book is stimulating and enjoyable, and serves as an excellent 
means for contextualizing the mass culture industry in America when Dylan first 
rose to fame.  

• Dylan, Bob. Tarantula. New York: Scribner, 1971. 

Tarantula is a collection of Dylan’s poems, shrouded in some controversy as it 
was rumored that Dylan was forced by his manager to write the book and he had 
no desire to do so.  His poems are somewhat of a series of short streams of 
consciousness, as he fails to adhere to the classic literary tradition that structures 
so many of his lyrics. Nevertheless, it is interesting to see how Dylan has 
approached songwriting and poetry as different practices, and further highlights 
the multitude of ways in which Bob Dylan has communicated and presented his 
creativity.  

 


