Decal:
The Lyrics and Music of Bob Dylan: Putting the Songs in Their Literary, Political, Social, and Cultural Contexts

Course Description:

Bob Dylan’s impact on twentieth century music is incalculable. The Rolling Stone Encyclopedia of Rock and Roll writes, “For over 40 years, Bob Dylan has remained the most influential American musician rock has ever produced and unquestionably the most important of the 1960s.” This course will examine the ways in which Dylan reinvented popular music, from his early “finger-pointing” days to the success of his most recent album Modern Times. By examining the responses to and the various interpretations of Dylan’s music, this class will study Dylan’s large body of literary work through its impact on both music and culture, as well as its influence in politics and social movements. We will follow four decades of songwriting, encompassing over 40 albums and more than 500 songs, while focusing on Dylan’s inscrutable personas, varying relationships with the press, and, most importantly, the contexts of his complex and obscure lyrics. This will be done primarily through reading interviews and commentaries, watching several documentaries, and listening to the music itself. The class will also feature a guest speaker, Country Joe McDonald, whose accomplishments include a widely remembered performance at the famous 1969 Woodstock Festival and the cover of Rolling Stone Magazine in 1971.  
Required texts:
Class reader

Course Requirements:
Each student will be expected to attend class weekly and participate in class discussions. Students will be asked to analyze lyrics, listen to a wide range of songs, and discuss their own interpretations of the music, the time period, Dylan’s personae, and various commentaries on Dylan’s work. A “Song of the Day” will be played weekly in class and students will be asked to prepare a short personal reflection to be discussed the following week. Weekly reading from the class reader will also be assigned. 
There will also be one major project, which will be creative in nature and assigned towards the end of the semester. Projects will be completed in groups, or individually, and can take the form of an interview, an original poem/song drawing on Dylan techniques, a more in depth examination of a relevant topic of interest, etc. More about the project will be explained closer to the due date. 
Grades:

Class participation



40%

Project





30%

Weekly reading/personal reflections

30%
Class Schedule: 
Week 1: No Class
Week 2: It Takes a Lot to Laugh, It Takes a Train to Cry
In class: Introduction and class syllabus
Week 3: My Back Pages
In class: First Folk Revival

Reading: Nat Hentoff, “The Crackin’, Shakin’, Breakin’ Sounds”
Week 4: Bob Dylan’s Blues

In class: Martin Scorsese’s “No Direction Home: Part One”

Reading: Interview with Nora Ephron and Susan Edmiston Positively Tie Dream and Ralph J. Gleason, “In Berkeley They Dig Bob Dylan”
Week 5: Talking New York
In class: “All I do is protest” 
Reading: Television Press Conference, KQED (San Francisco)
Week 6: The Times They Are A-Changin’
In class: D.A Pennebaker’s “Don’t Look Back”
Reading: Interview with Nat Hentoff, Playboy 1966
Week 7:  Simple Twist of Fate
In class: The making of Highway 61 Revisited
Reading: Hunter S. Thompson, excerpt from “Owl Farm—Winter of ‘68”and interview with Jann S. Wenner, Rolling Stone
Week 8: Things Have Changed
In class: The making of Blonde on Blonde 
Reading: Greil Marcus, excerpt from The Old Weird America 
Week 9: Drifter’s Escape
In class: Scorsese’s “No Direction Home: Part Two”

Reading: Interview with Ron Rosenbaum, Playboy
Week 10: Pledging My Time
In class: Getting back in the studio, guest speaker: Country Joe McDonald 
Reading: Robert Hilburn “Dylan: I Learned that Jesus Is Real and I Wanted That”
Week 11: New Morning
In class: Big Pink

Reading: Interview with Toby Creswell, Rolling Stone (Australia) and Bruce Springsteen, “The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Speech”
Week 12: Forever Young
In class: The comeback
Reading: Interview with Paul Zollo, Songtalk and David Gates, “Dylan Revisited”
Week 13: Gotta Serve Somebody
In class: Reborn
Reading: “Dylan at 60” and Bob Dylan, excerpt from Chronicles
Week 14: Changing of the Guards
In class: Modern Times
Reading: Interview with Mikal Gilmore, Rolling Stone
Week 15: Like a Rolling Stone
In class: Todd Haynes’ “I’m Not There”

Reading: Alex Ross, “The Wanderer” 
Week 16: It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue
In class: Todd Haynes’ “I’m Not There”
