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A Semantic and Syntactic Journey 
Through the Dylan Corpus* 

 
Jean-Charles Khalifa 

 
 

 
The original title of this paper, as presented at the Caen colloquium, 

was “Dylanesque Syntax,” which was meant as a joke of sorts, the idea 
being to scare the audience into submission before the first line was even 
spoken. Of course, there is no such thing as “Dylanesque syntax,” in the 
sense that we are by no means dealing with a language that is separate from 
(American) English and has a distinct, separate syntax (even though it may 
be argued to have a distinct, all but separate phonology). What I intend to do 
is simply apply some of the tools of linguistics, especially corpus linguistics, 
to the songs recorded by Dylan over the past 44 years, and, in line with the 
general theme of the colloquium, see if the findings can teach us something 
about his artistry. I will then leave it to true Dylan scholars to interpret some 
of the data I am presenting, in the context of their own approaches to 
Dylan’s writing and poetry. I would like to add, in the way of an 
introduction, that it is indeed the lyrics I will be concerned with, not the 
music, even though I am aware that the question of music as syntax is of 
paramount importance to some theorists.  

The corpus compiled simply brings together as many of the Dylan 
lyrics as I managed to compile. As always with the “Bard of Hibbing,” it is 
impossible even to approach exhaustiveness: there are 401 songs in total, 
which doesn’t quite cover the whole body of the officially recorded songs. 
Still, for my purposes in this study, this selection will be taken as 
representative enough, if not close enough to completeness. I simply copied 
all the songs back to back into one single file (which proved to be something 
of a headache), saved it in “.txt” format, and ran it through a concordance 
program1 to see what would happen.  
                                                

*Many thanks to my friends and colleagues Geoff Pitcher, Charles Holdefer, and 
to Jean-Marc Gachelin for his invaluable advice on dialectology. 

 
1 The program I used is the SCP (version 4.0.8.), developed by Alan Reed 

(freeware). A concordance program (or concordancer) is a piece of software to facilitate 
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The concordance program displayed the basic figures about the file: 
111,555 words, and a 8,170-word vocabulary. There are of course a number 
of ways of viewing these raw figures; the only significant figure is the 
vocabulary count, and on that criterion alone––compared to Shakespeare’s 
alleged 25,000 to 30,000-word vocabulary––Dylan might indeed appear as a 
poor writer. On the other hand, random comparisons with other classic 
writers yield results that make him compare very favorably (James Joyce’s 
Dubliners: 67,000 words, with a 7,600 word-vocabulary, Defoe’s Robinson 
Crusoe: 121,000 words and 6,500 word-vocabulary provide comparable 
examples). Another significant figure in textual analysis is the type-token 
ratio (111,555 / 8,170 = 13.65 in the case of the Dylan corpus), which 
measures lexical density and richness. It should be pointed out, however, 
that such a ratio will prove different for specific literary genres. Indeed, we 
are dealing with song, which makes extensive use of repetition in verses and 
choruses. Very little comparative use can then be made of that ratio, until we 
further investigate other bodies of song.  

I found it a lot more interesting, as it were, to take a quick look at 
word frequencies and ranks; but here again, the raw data had to be pre-
evaluated since, and not surprisingly, the program reported back to me that 
the most frequent word in the corpus was “the”! However, once the words 
were sorted out by categories, and certain grammatical items (i.e., 
determiners, conjunctions, pronouns, and the auxiliaries have, be, and do) set 
aside, a much more interesting picture emerged. Here is a list of the top 10 
lexical nouns in the corpus: man, time, love, baby, night, day, mind, eye, 
lord, and heart. The list itself, however, would hardly be worth commenting 
on if we didn’t have a reference corpus for assessing it. To this end, I have 
chosen the British National Corpus (B.N.C.) for reasons of simplicity (it is 
easy to use online, and there are interfaces available where frequencies 
within word classes are readily obtainable).2 Of course, it might be objected 
that the American National Corpus (A.N.C.) would have proven a more 
appropriate yardstick, but this system was not easily accessible at the time of 
the study; moreover, as we will only be considering the top of the lists, 
regional variations are negligible and may not have made any visible 
difference.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
corpus exploration and statistical data. 

 
2 The British National Corpus can be accessed at http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk 

/ucrel/bncfreq/. 
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Comparative Frequencies within Word Classes 
 

We started out our investigation with lexical nouns; the following is a 
comparative table, a linguistic hit parade, as it were, of the top 10 nouns in 
our Dylan corpus and in the B.N.C.: 
 

Bob Dylan Corpus3 British National Corpus 
1. man (425) 
2. time (392) 
3. love (254) 
4. baby (364) 
5. night (232) 
6. day  (210) 
7. mind (149)  
8. eye (172)4  
9. lord (143) 
10. heart (182) 

1. time  
2. year  
3. people  
4. way  
5. man  
6. day  
7. thing  
8. child  
9. Mr  
10. government  

Table 1: Nouns 
 

I will not try and comment on all the items, each of which no doubt might 
elicit numerous literary or textual interpretations from scholars and 
specialists in various fields. In Dylan’s corpus, numbers 3, 4, and 10 are 
clearly reflections of the predominance of the love theme in the songs, while 
number 9 is a reflection of a religious theme. Some of the items are 
nevertheless very striking, as is, for example, number 1, man, also in the top 
10 nouns in the B.N.C. In the case of Dylan’s use of this noun, a strictly 
linguistic approach proves very telling. Indeed, a simple study of its 
distribution in context brings out, significantly, its overwhelmingly generic 
use. Quite simply, whether we have a man, one man, or men, what Dylan is 
actually referring to is mankind. Some examples of this: 
 

[1] / How many roads must a man walk down / Before you call him a 
man?/ How many times must a man look up / Before he can see 
the sky? (“Blowin’ in the Wind”) 

[2] Now, too much of nothing / Can make a man feel ill at ease / 
(“Too much of Nothing”) 

[3] / No man alive will come to you / With another tale to tell (“This 
Wheel’s on Fire”) 

                                                
3 Absolute values are given in brackets for the Dylan Corpus, to be compared to 

word count; I didn’t find it useful to give such values for the B.N.C. 
 
4 As well as sad-eyed 16 / blue-eyed 8 / one-eyed 2 / cross-eyed, black-eyed, and 

so forth. 
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[4] But he was never known / To hurt a honest man. (“John Wesley 
Harding”) 

[5] /Silvio / I gotta go / Find out something only dead men know// (“Silvio”) 
 
The second item on the list that strikes me as interesting is number 8, 

eye(s), which also occurs in a significant number of compound adjectives 
(i.e. blue-eyed, sad-eyed, cross-eyed, and so forth). However, it does not 
feature in the top 10 nouns in the B.N.C.; indeed one has to go way down the 
list to find it, in the 43rd position. At first sight, it would be tempting to treat 
it as a simple manifestation of the love theme, as in the case of numbers 3, 4, 
and 10 above. But a look at the collocations shows that there is a lot more to 
it: the associations are almost always negative and/or threatening, whether 
they be adjectival (sad-eyed, evil eye) or verbal (my eyes they burn, his 
serpent eyes, and so forth). Very seldom do we find conventionally positive 
happy collocations like blue-eyed,5 into your eyes where the moonlight 
swims, and so on. Some other examples follow: 

 
[6] But with the cold eyes of Judas on him, / His head began to spin/ 

(“The Ballad of Frankie Lee and Judas Priest”) 
[7] See the cross-eyed pirates sitting / Perched in the sun / (“Farewell, 

Angelina”) 
[8] Call girls in the doorway / All giving me the eye / (“Call Letter 

Blues”) 
[9] But there’s violence in the eyes, girl, so let us not be enticed / 

(“Precious Angel”) 
[10] Your eyes are filled with dead men’s dirt, your mind is filled with 

dust / (“The Death of Emmett Till”) 
 
The third item I would like to address in some detail is number 7, 

mind. As a linguist, all I have to say is that it stands out because it is 
comparatively rare in large corpora (you have to go way down the B.N.C. 
list to about number 150). On a more interpretive note, however, this lexical 
item cannot be explained by love or religious themes, but may point either to 
the intellectual and cerebral side of Dylan’s writing, or at the swirl of 
impressions and feelings the poet or the characters experience in turn. A 
good clue to Dylan’s experience of such processes is found in the following 
quotation: 

 
What happens is, I’ll take a song I know and simply start playing it in my 
head. That’s the way I meditate. A lot of people will look at a crack on the 

                                                
5 And even so, most occurrences of “blue-eyed” are to be found in “A Hard Rain’s 

A-Gonna Fall” (1963), where (according to my own personal communication with expert 
Charles Holdefer) they refer more to a state of vulnerability or innocence under assault. 
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wall and meditate, or count sheep or angels or money or something, and 
it’s a proven fact that it’ll help them relax. I don’t meditate on any of that 
stuff. I meditate on a song.6  

 

Let us now turn our attention to verbs. Again, if we take the B.N.C. as our 
reference corpus, this is what the picture looks like: 

 
Bob Dylan Corpus British National Corpus 
1. go       (749) 
2. know  (616) 
3. see      (476) 
4. come   (445) 
5. say      (385) 
6. tell      (298) 
7. make   (259) 
8. think   (252) 
9. want    (243)  
10. look     (233) 

1. say  
2. get  
3. make  
4. go  
5. see  
6. know  
7. take  
8. think  
9. come  
10. give  

Table 2: Lexical verbs 
 

Nothing really remarkable here: perception, cognition and utterance verbs 
(PCU) feature prominently, as do motion verbs; of course, one can always 
ponder the presence of want here, but in fact, this item is not very far down 
the B.N.C. list (number 23). On the other hand, it might surprise some that 
give isn’t here, but it is not very far down the Dylan list either (number 12). 
Since this analysis is obviously not taking us anywhere, let us turn to modal 
verbs, which yield very different results:  

 
Bob Dylan Corpus British National Corpus 
1. can   (763) 
2. will    (357)  
3. could    (233) 
4. would   (162) 
5. must    (126) 
6. might   (103) 
7. may    (97) 
8. should  (57) 
9. shall   (44) 

1. will  
2. would  
3. can  
4. could  
5. may  
6. should  
7. must  
8. might  
9. shall  

Table 3: Modals 
 

Here it is striking to see that can is indeed even more frequent than the three 
modal verbs which follow it (will, could, would) combined, which is 

                                                
6 L. A. Times, “Rock’s Enigmatic Poet Opens a Long-private Door.” April 4, 

2004. 
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is more than just a feeling, the flamboyance is here indeed, but linguistically 
speaking it is not conveyed by the noun + adjective combination, but by the 
noun + noun combination, which is the next point I would like to develop. 

 
 

Complex Noun Phrases 
 

Let me first briefly return to what I pointed out earlier about the 
Latinate vs. Germanic opposition. Obviously, the very existence of an 
opposition is made possible by the simple fact that the two series co-exist in 
the lexical stock of English. The same obtains when we move from word to 
phrase and then on to clause and sentence, that is to say, the domain of 
syntax (syn = with, together; tassein = to arrange), the rules governing the 
grouping of words to build up meaning. And it is one of the defining 
features of English to include syntactic patterns that pertain both to 
Germanic and to Romance languages. For instance, there are in English 
three ways of combining nouns into complex noun phrases, two of which are 
typologically Germanic, and one typologically Romance: 
 

PATTERN N OF N N’S N N Ø N 
TYPE Romance Germanic 

EXAMPLE the trunk of the 
tree 

the tree’s trunk the tree trunk 

 

From a semantic point of view, and to cut a very long story short, the 
difference between these three patterns has to do with the tightness of the 
relation between the two nouns. To grasp this phenomenon, the further to the 
right one moves in the table, the tighter the relation is. With the prepositional 
pattern, the relation is said to be constructed by the speaker in discourse, but 
it is pre-constructed in the N Ø N pattern, to the point in which we get items 
that are lexicalized as separate dictionary entries (police station), and, at the 
tail end of the process, are fused as a single graphic unit (ashtray, 
bookstore). The genitive pattern stands somewhere in between those two 
extremes, and in context will pattern sometimes with one, sometimes with 
the other.  

What is most interesting in the Dylan corpus is the distribution of the 
three constructions. The overwhelming majority of compounds are of the N 
of N type; we find over 1,000 of these, which is enormous, as opposed to a 
little less than 400 (390) of the N Ø N type, and only about 200 N’s N. It 
will prove enlightening to look at examples of each of these patterns in turn, 
beginning with the last one. 
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About 25 per cent of Dylan’s uses of genitives are to be found in only 
two songs, “Maggie’s Farm” (1965) and “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door” 
(1973) and, interestingly, are associated with 47 proper names (including 
Maggie, of course), accounting for another 25 per cent. This suggests strong 
constraint with proper names and no real choice, as it were: Maggie’s farm, 
Big Jim’s wife, Lily’s arms, but one would not say *the farm of Maggie, *the 
wife of Big Jim, *the arms of Lily. 

As for N Ø N compounds, most of Dylan’s uses are highly 
conventionalized and lexicalized (patron saint, jigsaw puzzle, milk cow, 
cannon ball, railroad track, light bulb, and so forth, thus behaving like 
single Ns). Since the poet’s creativity is in this domain close to nil, his non-
conventionalized compounds are predictably few and far between; they are, 
nevertheless, truly remarkable, and the flamboyance is indeed here: voice 
vacancies (“Ballad in Plain D” [1964]), white diamond gloom (“Where Are 
You Tonight” [1978]) cyanide hole, leather cup (“Desolation Row” [1965]), 
charcoal gipsy maidens (“Blind Willie McTell” [1991]), corpse evangelists, 
confusion boats (“My Back Pages” [1964]), and not to forget the jingle 
jangle morning of “Mr Tambourine Man” (1965). 

The bulk of Dylan’s semantic creativity, and his most breathtaking 
and long-lasting imagery is conveyed by the N of N type. This is all the 
more remarkable as the nature of the relations between the two Ns in this 
pattern is normally quite restricted, while being virtually infinite in N Ø N 
combinations. In this analysis, we find Dylan inventing and piling up layers 
upon layers of signification, for a genuine idiosyncratic effect. Examples are 
just too numerous, and the following provides only a short selection: 

 
I’ve been ten thousand miles in the mouth of a graveyard (“A Hard 
Rain’s A-Gonna Fall”) 
Father of wheat / Father of cold and Father of heat / Father of air and 
Father of trees, the pierce of an arrow (“Eternal Circle”) 
Rivers of blindness (“Where Teardrops Fall”) 
Puts both his hands in the pockets of chance / bordertowns of despair 
(“Dignity”) 
King of the streets, child of clay (“Joey”) 
The disease of conceit / The tombstones of damage (“Ballad in Plain D”) 
In a city of darkness (“Ain’t no Man Righteous”) 
Furrows of death (“Two Soldiers”) 
With a firebox of hatred (“Train a-Travelin’”) 
In this ocean of hours (“Last Thoughts on Woody Guthrie”) 
The crossroads of my doorstep (“One Too Many Mornings”) 
 
This linguistic manipulation must, of course, be related to Dylan’s 

extensive use of the preposition like (more than 500 occurrences in the 



 A SEMANTIC JOURNEY THROUGH DYLAN 172 
 
corpus), which also constructs predictable (shining like the moon above 
[“Brownsville Girl,” 1986]), or unexpected (the wind howls like a hammer 
[“Love Minus Zero/No Limit,” 1965]) relations between nouns.  

Moving on from word to phrase, and eventually to clause level, my 
last point will be a brief investigation of Dylan’s distortions of 
conventionalized syntax.  
 
 
Archaic and Non-Standard Forms 
 

One of the most salient features to be noticed in Dylan’s songs is quite 
obviously the repeated use of constructions such as:  

 
For the times they are a-changin’ / 
Women screamin,’ fists a-flyin,’ babies cryin’ / Cops a-comin,’ me a-
runnin.’ / (“Talkin’ Bear Mountain Picnic Massacre Blues”) 
Yes, and if I could hear her heart a-softly poundin’ / Only if she was lyin’ 
by me, / (“Tomorrow is a Long Time”) 
Then you heard my voice a-singin’ and you know my name / I’m a-
wonderin’ if the leaders of the nations understand / (“Train A-Travelin’”) 
There’s seven breezes a-blowin’ / All around the cabin door (“Ballad of 
Hollis Brown”) 
 

This pattern is the remnant of a thousand year-long evolution, and the “a-” 
has nothing to do with the indefinite article, but is the weakened form of the 
preposition on (in). The construction is still present in eighteenth- and even 
nineteenth-century prose, but dies out in standard English in the twentieth 
century. Still, it remains very much alive to this day in the most conservative 
dialects, both British and American. What is striking is that I have found 274 
occurrences in the Dylan corpus, which is simply enormous. The only thing 
I can say at this stage, pending further research, is that he simply interiorized 
this archaic syntax, handed down from folksongs that regularly featured it, 
and that he is either using it as a signature or a message in a bottle; but 
again, I’ll leave it to specialists of oral traditions to decide. 

Another interesting feature I’d like to discuss is the use of do- 
auxiliary in affirmative sentences without any obvious emphasis. Seventy-
five, or 11 per cent of all occurrences of do in the corpus, belong in this 
category. We should obviously distinguish between the first two of the 
series, and the last three: 
 

Her and her boyfriend went to California, / Her and her boyfriend done 
changed their tune (“Sign on the Window”) 
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Been shooting craps and gambling, momma, and I done got broke / 
(“Broke Down Engine”) 
Next animal that he did meet / Had wool on his back and hooves on his 
feet (“Man Gave Names To All The Animals”) 
Outside in the distance a wildcat did growl, / Two riders were 
approaching, the wind began to howl. (“All Along the Watchtower”) 
Achilles is in your alleyway, / He don’t want me here, / He does brag / 
He’s pointing to the sky / And he’s hungry, like a man in drag / 
(“Temporary like Achilles”) 
 
Of course, the done + V pattern belongs to the AAVE variety of 

English (quite characteristically, Dylan sang a lot of old blues and still 
relates a lot to the old bluesmen; see for instance his cover of “Broke Down 
Engine”). What is even more interesting is that the pattern is typically 
British in origin and can be traced with some certainty to the Southwest of 
Great Britain (Dorset, Somerset, Southern Wales, Cornwall). Dialectologists 
point out that those areas seem to preserve a tendency of Elizabethan 
English; again we can only assume that it travelled across the Atlantic with 
the folk ballads that Dylan studied, and that is partly why the constructions 
seem to crop up so regularly in the song corpus.  

Interestingly, one of the salient features I noticed in Dylan’s songs as 
a teenaged listener was his use of the regular past tense marker for the verb 
know to derive knowed, a phenomenon which can also be traced to the 
Southwest of England:  

 
It ain’t no use in turnin’ on your light, babe 
That light I never knowed (“Don’t Think Twice, It’s Alright”) 
If I’d knowed how bad you’d treat me, 
Honey I never would have come. (“Man of Constant Sorrow”) 
I investigated all the people that I knowed, 
Ninety-eight percent of them gotta go. (“Talkin’ John Birch Society Blues”) 
 

One may of course simply dismiss the phenomenon as a vulgarism (which is 
what many grammarians do), explain it away by a will to use folk language 
in folk songs, as a reference to Woody Guthrie (I thought you knowed, 
“Hard Travelin’”); yet the truth remains once again, that it is a rural archaic 
British form Dylan is using.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 

This short-guided tour of Dylan’s language sometimes leaves the 
linguist with the feeling that one may be dealing with a sort of Creole. The 
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overwhelming use of Germanic vocabulary alongside Romance syntactic 
patterns and the use of typically British archaic constructions to tell stories 
that are so American in nature, for example, reveal a Dylan seemingly 
striving for a language that bridges gaps and allows him to experiment with 
his broad range of influences brought together in a personal vision. Yet, 
looking back at the verbs in the corpus––the massive presence of verbs of 
physical or mental perception on the one hand, and of discourse on the other 
hand––points to an ambitious vision of universal focus as well, relating to 
both impression and expression. Might we say that such bold endeavours are 
to be connected to the very definition of art and artistry? 
 

     Université de Poitiers 
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Nothing’s Been Changed, Except the Words:  
Some Faithful Attempts at Covering Bob Dylan Songs  

in French 
 

Nicolas Froeliger 
 

As a professor, I would like to, one day, manage a course the way Dylan 
organizes a song, as a stunning producer rather than an author. And it 
would start just like he does, all at once, with his clown mask, with a 
mastery of each concerted detail, and yet improvised. The opposite of a 
plagiarist, but also the opposite of a master or a model. A very lengthy 
preparation, but no methods, no rules, no recipes. (Deleuze 1977:14-15) 

 
 
 The above quotation, written by one of France’s foremost twentieth-
century philosophers reflects a typical French approach to Bob Dylan’s 
works in that it makes room for everything but the lyrics. Even for those 
native French-speakers who value his works to the point of obsession, such a 
barrier is always present; it is not the words, but the way they are sung, that 
truly matters.  
 So what happens when someone tries to put those songs that are so 
much more than words into another language, for someone to sing them? As 
in other countries, attempts to interpret Dylan’s songs in a foreign language 
have been made on many occasions over the years, including three full-
length albums: two by Hugues Aufray (1965b and 1995) and a more obscure 
one by Serge Kerval (1971).1 
 Most of the more scattered recordings are unavailable today. A few, 
on the other hand, now belong to the French musical landscape. All have had 
to face the dilemma of using a form that is foreign, both in language and in 
culture, and striving to transplant meaning while paying dues to the original 
(the name Dylan is always mentioned in these recordings, if only as a 
commercial argument).2 Criticism being easier than art, accusations have 
been numerous. Often the interpreter may be mocked for being too literal, 

                                                
1 See discography for more details. 
 
2 Some of these albums’ titles are Aufray chante Dylan (Aufray 1965b), Serge 

Kerval chante Bob Dylan (Kerval 1971), and Aufray trans Dylan (Aufray 1995).  
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like Richard Anthony, who saw it fit to sing the line from “Blowin’ in the 
Wind,” “Combien d’oreilles faut-il aux malheureux”(“How many ears must 
one man have?”). On the other hand, the artist may be blamed for showing 
utter disrespect for the original lyrics3 or for paring down the artistic 
potential of the original, mostly in regard to the images and metaphors. The 
following comes from the first French book on folksong (Vassal 1972:283):  

 
As a whole, Aufray chante Dylan remains a highly questionable record. 
Whereas the French lyrics by Pierre Delanoë4 are, formally speaking, 
about right, they have lost half the power contained in the originals . . . . 
Besides, Hugues Aufray’s voice, husky as it is, is unable to convey the 
suffering, the pain or the wit of the author. It only offers an insubstantial 
echo of the initial version . . . [my translation] 

 
Thus, the question remains: how are we to adapt performed art? According 
to which criteria will the adaptation be evaluated? It is my contention that 
one cannot simultaneously be faithful to the original and produce a genuine 
work of art. As evidence for this, I will refer to the lengthy discussions I 
have had on these matters with three individuals directly involved in those 
cover efforts: singers Graeme Allwright (2004), Hugues Aufray (2005), and 
lyricist Boris Bergmann (2005). Since the songs in question involve much 
more than lyrics, I will focus on the performed versions, rather than on the 
adapters themselves. Though my examples deal mainly with Bob Dylan 
songs, the rules I infer are meant to be more general. 
 
 
Adapting Is Not Translating 
 
 What does “faithfulness” mean in this context? In the realm of 
translation, a faithful target text strives to reproduce the sense and form of 
the original. It is not necessarily a literal translation where form would take 
precedence over meaning, but instead a balanced effort in respect to those 
two aspects. In adapting songs, however, respecting those two constraints 

                                                
3 For instance, the 1971 Kerval effort at interpreting Dylan received this 

comment: “folksong purists considered the adaptations by Luc Aulivier, Boris Bergman, 
and Pierre Delanoë unforgivable betrayals” (Troubadours de France, s.d. [translation 
mine], online at http://troubadoursdefrance.ifrance.com/). 

 
4 Actually, Hugues Aufray co-wrote the adaptations, but got much less 

recognition and credit for them, leading to some bitterness. 
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verges on the impossible. One may therefore limit one’s efforts, 
simultaneously respecting those two constraints and still claim faithfulness.  
 Applying the tools and criteria of translation to adaptation leads to one 
more caveat: adaptation is not merely translation. Let us look at a Dylan-
related example. Marguerite Yourcenar, famous not only as a writer but also 
as a translator (notably of Virginia Woolf), once put six lines of “Blowin’ in 
the Wind” into French, mixing the first and third verses along the way. The 
result is as follows: 
 

Bob Dylan Marguerite Youcenar 
How many roads must a man walk 

down? 
Before you call him a man 
How many years can a mountain 

exist  
Before it is washed to the sea 
The answer my friend is blowing in 

the wind 
The answer is blowing in the wind 

Sur combien de chemins faut-il 
qu’un homme marche 

Avant de mériter le nom d’homme? 
Combien de temps tiendra bon la 

montagne 
Avant de s’affaisser dans la mer? 
La réponse, ami, appartient aux 

vents  
La réponse appartient aux vents 
(Yourcenar 1991:1-102)5 

 
As a translation, the result is brilliant: it is simultaneously accurate, 
imaginative, and poetic. “Mériter le nom d’homme,” for instance, blends the 
meaning of the generic English “you” and of “call” into a general “mériter”; 
and “la réponse appartient aux vents” is an intelligent way to redistribute the 
elements of meaning, while using the plural to emphasize the diversity and 
elusiveness of the answers to those various questions. As regards poetic 
craft, the elision of the possessive in “la réponse, ami” has quite a strong 
effect: far better than Richard Anthony’s (1965) or Graeme Allwright’s 
“mon ami” (Allwright 1991) or Hugues Aufray’s “Mon enfant” (1995).  
 When I showed these lines to Graeme Allwright, however, he smiled 
and made only one comment: “impossible to sing. . . .”6 Indeed, the tools of 
an adapter may be the same as those of a translator, but the rules and quality 
criteria are quite different. A translator puts words on paper; for an adapter, 
the lyrics must also be performable. Orality is first and foremost. As obvious 
as it is, that distinction is often overlooked.  
                                                

5 We owe this information to Jérome Pintoux/Zimmerman’s Furniture and Voice: 
Abécédaire Bob Dylan, Un Extrait, available online at http://www.remue.net/revue 
/TXT0404_JPintouxDylan.html. 

 
6 See Allwright 2004.  
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 If you are looking for translations, good or bad, you have to open your 
eyes and look at the packaging (what used to be the inner sleeve, before 
CDs): on the internet,7 in the press (journalists, notably those of highly 
literate Rock’n’Folk monthly in its heyday, were very gifted), or on 
bookshelves (the publisher Seghers released a French version of Dylan’s 
Writings and Drawings in 1975 . . . it has never been reprinted, though when 
you look at those translations you quickly understand why). More often than 
not, the result will not look at all like the lyrics to a song. A striking example 
is to be found on the first Tracy Chapman record: 
 

Tracy Chapman8 
“Talking about a revolution” 

Liner notes translation 

Don’t you know 
They’re talkin’ about a revolution 
It sounds like a whisper 

Sais-tu 
Qu’ils parlent de révolution 
Sur le ton du murmure? 

 
The problem here is not so much one of approximation (“ils” should be 
“on,” and “de révolution” should be “d’une révolution” or “de revolution,” 
for instance), but mood; the French words look like a sentence delicately 
uttered while sipping tea in a fashionable high society salon. The effect is 
ludicrous. Why the translator did not write “Tu vois pas qu’on parle de 
révolution, dans un murmure?” I can only guess. Yet, as un-poetic as it is, 
the meaning is mostly there, and that is what one requires of a translation. 
However, to adapt for the human voice requires the same tools but a 
different set of rules. That is why we will try to examine those adaptations in 
French using our knowledge of translation. Here, poetic choices will not be 
constrained by the rendering of metaphors and other images, but by meter 
and phrasing. 
 

                                                
7 Some French-speaking internet users set up sites French translations of Bob 

Dylan songs. Those highly unprofessional endeavors have a lot to tell us, naïve as they 
look. For instance, that of “All Along the Watchtower” gets the English lyrics completely 
wrong, and then gives an (obviously) inaccurate French translation. These efforts are an 
attempt to reach out, however, and to make converts. Countless critics have written about 
the religious background of Dylan’s work. But it seems to me that this religious attitude 
is no less obvious in his audience’s reaction, and maybe especially so in France, the 
country of laïcité. (Laïcité refers to an institutional system wherein there is a clear 
separation between all religions and the State, and in which all matters of creed have to 
remain strictly personal.) 

 
8 From Tracy Chapman’s self-titled album Tracy Chapman (1998). 
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Meter and phrasing 
 

As Pierre Delanoë writes in his liner notes to Aufray chante Dylan, 
“Some difficulties had to be overcome, starting with the transition from 
English, a language of few words, to much more prolix French” (Delanoë 
1965 [translation mine]). Indeed, to say the same thing in French takes 
longer than in English.  

An example of this problem can be found in the chorus to Graeme 
Allwright’s cover of “Who Killed Davey Moore?”: 
 

Who killed Davey Moore?  
(Bob Dylan) 

Qui a tué Davey Moore?  
(Lyrics by Graeme Allwright) 

Who killed Davey Moore? [5 feet] Qui a tué Davey Moore? [7 feet] 
Why an’ what’s the reason for?  
[7 feet] 

Qui est responsable et pourquoi est-
il mort? [11 feet]9 

 
Changing the meter of the chorus has a major consequence. Since the singer 
now has to sing the same melody with a greater number of feet, his singing 
will obviously be more hurried than Dylan’s. And, in this particular instance, 
it dramatically changes the atmosphere of the performance. Indeed, when 
hearing Dylan’s version, the overall feeling is one of weariness. One has the 
impression that the song is being sung the morning after the boxer’s death, 
as the singer and characters of the song return home and try to come to terms 
with the guilt pertaining to their respective parts in the boxer’s end. As sung 
by Dylan, “Who Killed Davey Moore” is a mourning song, which turns into 
strident protest only momentarily during the very short––and thus very 
striking––chorus.  
 In the French version, however, we are right in the middle of the ring, 
the boxer dead before us, and the singer is describing some kind of on-the-
scene trial. Therefore, every accused party has to defend itself in front of the 
crowd. Thus the highest intensity is reached at the conclusion of each plea, 
at the end of each verse, for example (“Ce n’est pas moi qui l’ai tué / Vous 
ne pouvez pas m’accuser”). In the original, the same character appears to be 

                                                
9 Interestingly, when I discussed this with Graeme Allwright, he was actually 

surprised, because he remembered the lyrics as “Who killed Davey Moore? / How come 
he died and what’s the reason for it?” (the same number of feet as his own version, if you 
downplay the final “it”). This is quite characteristic of his approach to adapting songs in 
general, and it is one of the features that make him an endearing artist: he considers 
himself as much less important than the song itself. His main purpose is to serve the song, 
a display of modesty that is not altogether frequent in his trade. 
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repeating his plea before closing his door and going to sleep (“It wasn’t me 
that made him fall / No you can’t blame me at all”).  

Preoccupation with meter is, of course, universal. Dylan himself has 
informed his listeners: “I’m not thinking about what I want to say, I’m just 
thinking ‘Is this OK for the meter?’” (Hilburn 2004). This essential criterion 
explains some interesting shifts in numbers: in the French versions, Hattie 
Carroll is younger by one year (her name also loses one “L” in the process, 
while William Zanzinger becomes William Huntzinger10), and Hollis Brown 
has six children instead of five, because of the number of bullets at the end 
of the song. Likewise, on Nana Mouskouri’s rendition of “Farewell 
Angelina,” we have “Deux cent bohémiennes sont entrées à la cour” instead 
of “Fifty-two Gypsies now file past the guards,” which turns it into a perfect 
alexandrine, a much criticized option in general, as we shall see. 

A further difficulty lies in the dynamic differences in the way French 
and English are pronounced, and, of course, sung. As Edward Sapir (1921:4) 
says,  

 
The dynamic basis of English is not quantity, but stress, the alternation of 
accented and unaccented syllables. This fact gives English verse an 
entirely different slant and has determined the development of its poetic 
forms, and is still responsible for the development of new forms. Neither 
stress nor syllabic weight is a very keen psychologic [sic] factor in the 
dynamics of French. The syllable has great inherent sonority and does not 
fluctuate significantly as to quantity and stress. Quantitative or accentual 
metrics would be as artificial in French as stress metrics in classical 
Greek or quantitative or purely syllabic metrics in English.  

 
Those dynamic differences were one of the main problems 

encountered by those who adapted Dylan in French. On Aufray chante 
Dylan, adapter Pierre Delanoë––who, according to singer Hugues Aufray, 
“saw things in a much more Cartesian way”11––apparently wanted to carry 
Dylan’s words over into a classic French frame using a ternary scansion, 

                                                
10 Because the adapters did not have the printed words, they had to write them 

down themselves with the help of American writer Mason Hoffenberg (Hugues Aufray’s 
cousin). The choice of the name Huntzinger makes a connection with General 
Huntzinger, one of the villains in the Dreyfus affair. In 1995, William Zanzinger will get 
his true name back. (Hugues Aufray, op. cit.) 

 
11 See Aufray 2005.  
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whereas Hugues Aufray considered that the asymmetrical nature of the 
original verses was to be respected.12  
 The result is a compromise. In the first option, the lines are much 
closer to French alexandrines than to the original, and the record was harshly 
criticized for “making the lyrics straighter than they originally were, with a 
ternary, waltzy phrasing, whereas Bob Dylan’s lyrics have predominantly a 
binary scansion.”13 In the second option, the singing carries the stress and 
syllabic weight of the original over into French. Hugues Aufray thus claims 
to be the first to have used the English tonal accent in French. It is especially 
evident in “Cauchemar psychomoteur” (“Comme j’avais beaucoup 
marché”). Six years later, Serge Kerval would do the same thing on his own 
record. The following is taken from the liner notes to his record (Jouffa 1971 
[translation mine]): “In [the album] Va ton chemin j’irai le mien (Most 
Likely You Go Your Way), Boris [Bergmann] showed him how to groove in 
French the way Dylan does in English.” This manner of peppering French 
words with English tonic accents would later become a trademark of singer 
Francis Cabrel.14 On Cabrel’s records, what an uninformed audience 
mistakes for a French southwestern county accent is actually of American 
origin, via Hugues Aufray and Serge Kerval. Its most extreme illustration in 
French, though, is to be found on Jean-Michel Caradec’s song “Pas en 
France,” a tribute to Bob Dylan’s way of singing.  
 So, the problem of adaptation is first a structural one: what to keep out 
and what to change in the dynamic structure of the language itself. One first 
and foremost has to deal with the musical form, which conditions one’s 
choices and tends to reduce the wealth of possibilities offered by the 
original. The words will only come later, but those very words confront us 
with a difficult dilemma. Assuming yet again that we want to remain faithful 
to the original, are we going to stick to the original meaning or to the 
original sound? 
 
 

                                                
12 See Aufray 2005. On adapting the lyrics for that record, see Je Chante––La 

revue de la chanson française (Aufray 2003:56).  
 
13 See Bergmann 2005. 
 
14 A hard-core Dylan fan, Cabrel incidentally made an extremely surprising cover 

of Shelter from the Storm in 2004, due to the fact that the melody, chord structure, 
rhythm, arrangements, number of verses, and lyrics are quite different, yet there is a 
distinct Dylan feel about it. 
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Sonic Equivalence 
 
 Apparently, the easier solution is to drop the initial words and let the 
original sound guide you, especially in regard to the rhyming scheme. In 
French pop music, the most extreme example may be one of Ringo’s 
(formerly of the duet Sheila et Ringo) versions of the Buggles song, “Video 
Killed the Radio Star,” which in French became, “[Dites moi] Qui est ce 
grand corbeau noir?”15 (With one more foot in English than in French.) 
 There is some logic to this kind of phonetic translation. Rhyming may 
sound old-fashioned in contemporary poetry, but in songwriting they are still 
the order of the day. So, getting the cover to rhyme with the original may 
seem quite natural. However, it often leads to awkward results, as when 
“Knocking on Heaven’s Door” becomes “Knock, Knock ouvre toi, porte 
d’or,” on Hugues Aufray’s Trans Dylan (Aufray 1995).16 Sonic equivalence 
is not only a matter of rhyming, however. On the same record, Hugues 
Aufray covers “Maggie’s Farm,” in which emphasis is always placed on the 
name: “Maggie’s Farm, Maggie’s Brother, Maggie’s Ma, Maggie’s Pa,” 
and so on. So if one wants to respect the musicality of the phrase, it seems 
only fair to do the same thing in French. However, syntax works against us 
here. The English possessive forces a reverse word order in French: “la 
ferme de Maggie, le frère de Maggie, la mère de Maggie, le père de 
Maggie,” which loses its effect as a repetitive pattern. Hugues Aufray opts to 
keep the effect by shelving the first possessive and dropping the word 
“farm” in the process: “J’irai plus bosser chez Maggie, c’est fini.” And then 
he twists the word order regarding the rest of the family: “Maggie-frère, 
Maggie-père, Maggie-mère,” which is musically satisfying but lyrically 
weak, as well as idiomatically questionable.  
 The desire to be faithful to the original’s musicality often leads to 
such second-rate solutions. This is especially the case with alliterations that 
are often dropped due to the complication of fitting them in. That is what 
Hugues Aufray and Pierre Delanoë do with Dylan’s “Way out in the 
wilderness, a cold coyote calls” (from “The Ballad of Hollis Brown”), 

                                                
15 Music by Woolley, Horm, and Downes. Lyrics by Étienne Roda-Gil. Label: 

Carrère/Formule 1, 1979. Lyrics available at http://www.bide-et-musique.com/song 
/662.html (Ringo 1979).  

 
16 Such is the original title on the double LP with extensive liner notes. The low-

quality CD re-release has “Knock, knock ouvre toi, porte du ciel.” Hugues Aufray also 
keeps Bob Dylan’s “badge” (“Mama take this badge off of me/Maman, jette ce badge loin 
de ma vue”), oblivious of the fact that the meaning is different in French. A more 
accurate translation would be insigne, or écusson. 
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where, for lack of an equivalent, the whole verse containing that beautiful 
line has been omitted in the French version. Yet, alliteration is a major 
component of a poetic system, and thus it is problematic to abandon it 
altogether. When adapting “Mr. Tambourine Man” in 1965, Pierre Delanoë 
and Hugues Aufray first translated the line “In the jingle-jangle morning 
I’ll come following you” as “Dans le matin calme, tu vas me montrer 
l’horizon.” However, when rewriting that cover in 1995, Hugues Aufray 
settled for the clumsy “Dans cet jungle de jingle-monnaie, emmên’ moi loin 
d’ici.” This effort to carry over the sound of the English original into French 
is quite characteristic of his style, but still falls short of recreating a poetic 
line. The first version works much better because it actually deviates from 
the original. In the second one, we can see what he wants to get at, but we 
conclude that he is unsuccessful, leading to the listener’s artistic frustration.  
 
 
Equivalence of Meaning 
 

Bob Dylan is not only a master rhymester; he has also been highly 
recognized for his political messages. The political connotations of his lyrics 
have led some of his adapters to choose faithfulness not to the sound of the 
words, but to the original lyrics or context. As Graeme Allwright tells us, “I 
adapted ‘Davey Moore’ and ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ because something 
touched me in those songs, namely the social context.”17 Choosing to remain 
faithful to the song’s references limits the adapters’ choices in quite another 
way.  

When introducing “Who Killed Davey Moore” during his infamous 
Halloween Concert in 1964, Bob Dylan ironically said, “It’s taken straight 
out of the newspapers. Nothin’s been changed, ‘xcept the words.” Graeme 
Allwright could stake the same claim regarding his (already mentioned) 
version of the same song. On the one hand, his adaptation is completely 
scrupulous; he uses the same structure, same message, same characters, and 
same American setting, with every line in the very same place and no added 
or subtracted images. It is hard to imagine a more faithful translation. His 
only change, though crucial, has to do with meter.  

A striking feature of the original song is its use of clichés: all of its 
characters are human stereotypes. They are worlds away from those in 
“Visions of Johanna,” for instance, in that they evoke prefabricated human 
representations. The effect becomes even stronger in French as these 

                                                
17 See Allwright 2004. 
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standard representations of the American way of life are transplanted 
directly into a cultural setting that accepts them with even less questions. To 
a French audience in the sixties, this described America. But in these two 
cases, those abstractions work perfectly well, because this song is a protest 
song about social roles and their deadly effects. What Graeme Allwright 
does, then, is to turn a negative factor––the presence of clichés––into a 
positive, meaningful one, thus heightening the effect of the original. 

However, the wish to get the message across often entails adding 
some extra information to the verses. In “Cauchemar psychomoteur” 
[“Motorpsycho Nightmare”], for example, Hugues Aufray describes Rita 
(the farmer’s daughter) in the same way as Bob Dylan does: “Elle me faisait 
de l’oeil comme Tony Perkins.” An American audience in 1964 could easily 
make the connection with the lead actor in Hitchcock’s Psycho, but a 
French-speaking one (in 1965) could not, since the French public would 
recall Anthony Perkins, not Tony.18 As a result, French listeners are unable 
to understand why the narrator is more afraid of the daughter than of the 
gun-wielding father, making it impossible for one to grasp why that 
character would provoke the farmer with an expression of support for Fidel 
Castro (“I had to say something / To strike him very weird, / So I yelled out, 
/ I like Fidel Castro and his beard”). The plot of the song simply does not 
work in French.  

On the contrary, when covering “The Lonesome Death of Hattie 
Carroll,” Hugues Aufray and Pierre Delanoë clearly wanted to make it 
understood that the victim was black (which was evident to American 
listeners in their own context). How is this information to be expressed, 
then? Elle était noire, sa peau était noire, elle était d’origine afro-
américaine, or elle était petite-fille d’esclave? None of these options 
coincide with the poetic tone of the original.  The adapters settled for “Hattie 
Carroll était domestique de couleur,” a well-intended, clumsy, bourgeois 
expression (the 1995 version will use the somewhat better “Hattie Carroll 
était plutôt noire de couleur”).  

The difficulty is even greater with songs saturated with images, 
though some adapters have done quite a decent job, most notably Pierre 
Delanoë with “Farewell Angelina” for singer Nana Mouskouri.19 A search 
for equivalence of meaning will tend to make an adaptation seem more like a 

                                                
18 Likewise, when a French audience hears the name Jack Kennedy, they think 

that JFK had yet another brother. 
 
19 Delanöe’s lyrics for “Love Minus Zero-No Limit” (“Amour moins zero. . .”) or 

“A Hard Rain’s a-gonna Fall” (“Le ciel est noir”), however, are much less convincing. 
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simple translation, sacrificing part of the poetic effect. As Graeme Allwright 
says, in order to make up for that sacrifice in the performance, “you have to 
cheat.”20 
 In sum, whatever one’s choice may be, the perils of faithfulness are 
enormous. For this reason, singer-songwriter Jean-Michel Caradec, who had 
tried and failed to adapt “Masters of War” for Serge Kerval, finally decided 
to write his own Dylan-like songs instead (Guillot 1981). This example is 
not unique. Actually, Dylan’s influence on French singers in their own 
original creations, both in songwriting and in performance, has perhaps 
provided the most elaborate transmission of his poetic innovations. Indeed, a 
vast array of singers acknowledge Dylan’s impact on their work, whether 
mentioning him by name,21 alluding to his songs,22 imitating him,23 mocking 
him,24 or even his French impersonations,25 and so forth.  
 
 
 
 

                                                
20 See Allwright 2004. 
 
21 See Michel Sardou (1985), Michel Delpech (1969), Alain Bashung (1979), and 

Alain Souchon (1999). 
 
22 Jean-Michel Caradec also wrote a song using only titles of Dylan songs 

(http://perso.wanadoo.fr/www.jeanmichelcaradec.com/jmc_raconte_dylan.htm). In that 
regard, we may also mention Alain Bashung’s “C’est la faute à Dylan” (1979). 

 
23 Everything is there: non-sequiturs, oblique titles, folk-rock musical background, 

veiled references, and most of all, wit. Some lines are borrowed quite directly from “I 
Shall be free” (which, in turn, is a reference to Leadbelly’s “We Shall be free”). Then 
came Jacques Dutronc, whose first recorded song, “Et moi, et moi, et moi” (1966a), was 
written as a parody of Antoine’s attitude (by this, I refer to the supposedly cool and 
selfish attitude Antoine put forth in his songs). Ironically, the French public apparently 
mistook it for the new single by Antoine, so we have a quadruple mirror-effect here: from 
Leadbelly to Dylan to Antoine to Dutronc.  

 
24 See Jacques Dutronc, “l’Opération” (Dutronc 1966). 
 
25 Particularly savvy are the Belgian Stella (1966a), who actually mocks Sheila in 

“Un air du folklore auvergnat” and Hugues Aufray in “Cauchemar autoprotestateur” and 
Les Cinq Gentlemen, with their hilarious “Dis-nous Dylan” (1966b), which was a minor 
hit in France (1966). 
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Looking for justifications 
 
 The attempts at faithfulness thus far considered have yielded few 
masterpieces; they are honest efforts, some better than others, but few of 
them prove to be real works of art. This is largely because the songs in 
question are attempts at duplication, which inevitably run the risk of losing 
the spontaneity of the original, as well as the key feature of Dylan’s art––
orality. What was once a unique form has now been repeated. It is on its way 
to becoming a cliché, and clearly, a faithful copy can never be as good as the 
original. This is the eternal problem of purists, against whom Dylan (2004) 
himself has had a lot to say. Invariably, one feels the need to use liner notes 
as a defensive device to justify the intrinsic shortcomings of faithful 
adaptation. Of course, if the covers stood on their own as independent works 
of art, explanations would not be necessary.26 Consider, for example, Pierre 
Delanoë’s (1965) comments in the liner notes of Aufray chante Dylan: 
“Some listeners may be slightly surprised when hearing these songs for the 
first time, but the sincerity of the creator [Dylan] and of the interpreter 
[Aufray] will touch them to the heart”27 [translation mine]. 

The singers who have attempted to carry over Dylan’s art into French 
have all been faced with the dilemma of distance. That is especially true for 
those who released full-length CDs of Dylan songs. The very titles of those 
records––Aufray chante Dylan, Serge Kerval chante Bob Dylan, Aufray 
Trans Dylan––both acknowledge the gap between languages, and signal the 
intention to bridge it. Such an intention, however, puts the artists in an 
ambiguous and contradictory position. On the one hand, it amounts to telling 
us that we need a go-between to truly experience Bob Dylan’s artistry 
(Monteaux 1971):  

 

                                                
26 Of course we know that Dylan himself made extensive use of liner notes, but 

those, except for the occasional sentence, had no advocacy role. The only flagrant 
exceptions are those to The Freewheeling Bob Dylan (in 1963) and to World Gone Wrong 
(in 1993), where we can discover the riches of what he hears in the songs. Those of the 
original Planet Waves release also had a kind of defensive character, but, 
characteristically, they were not reprinted in the later editions, though one can easily find 
them on various websites, as well as on the well-known re-release of Highway 61 
Interactive.  

 
27 The same Hugues Aufray was quite disappointed upon learning that his 1995 

record (Aufray Trans Dylan) had been re-released without the liner notes (and with, in 
fact, a very hasty packaging, with typos and the unlikely addition of the words “Best of” 
(Aufray 2005). 



             COVERING DYLAN IN FRENCH               187 
 

Serge Kerval sings twelve Bob Dylan songs adapted in French [ . . . ] with 
a precise sense of equivalence pertaining both to form and intention, and 
suddenly Dylan speaks to us in French: [ . . . ] his songs, which used to 
arouse our interests, now reach out to us. [translation mine] 
 

On the other hand, this go-between inevitably blocks our view of the original 
artist. Paradoxically, trying to bridge the gap only adds to the distance, and 
thus to the misunderstanding.  
 The contradictions of such a position have lead to some interesting 
dialectical exercises. For instance, Serge Kerval is rumored to have 
perceived his record as a small victory of the French-speaking world over 
the tightening grip of American culture! More than three decades after Serge 
Kerval, a singer like Jean-Louis Murat—who always has nice things to say 
of his fellow-songwriters—reversed that contention, claiming that direct 
knowledge of Dylan’s songs in English was in fact more helpful for 
producing a genuine French record than listening to adulterated adaptations 
(Tandy 1999):  
 

I think my record, though made in the United States, is much more French 
than those of [Francis] Cabrel or [Jean-Jacques] Goldman, who nonetheless 
pass for the heirs of [Georges] Brassens and others. Actually, the only thing 
Goldman does is grossly recycle trite American music, and Cabrel’s 
melodies are so American that they partake of the installation of 
McDonald’s in France [ . . .] Myself, on the contrary, I got interested in 
music while listening to Bob Dylan during my homework, not to Hugues 
Aufray. [translation mine] 

 
Regardless of one’s viewpoint and despite one’s determination to be 

faithful to the original, the distance will always remain, and the result will 
always be inferior to the original. Such an endeavor will always fall short. 
Such are the merits and perils of attempting fidelity when translating songs. 
Respect for the original, by its very nature, limits choice and thus tends to 
kill the poetic effect afforded by the density of meaning and by the presence 
of the unexpected in the initial song.  

Yet is it important that these adaptations be considered works of art in 
their own right? The goal may be one involving the importance of 
transmission instead. Here, creativity appears second to passing something 
on, something which is greater than yourself and may involve something 
you may not even understand: “At times, a miracle happens [. . .] and you 
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become the dybbuk28 of the author,” says Boris Bergmann.29 When talking 
about his numerous adaptations of Leonard Cohen, Graeme Allwright 
(2005) says:  

 
At the end, I was under the impression that I had written the original lines 
myself. There’s a mysterious side to it: even I am not sure about the 
meaning of those words I used. If you do translate every image, you may 
not understand the whole thing, but the mystery will be there. And that’s 
the point: the song has to retain its mystery. 
 

That is why Hugues Aufray chose to put his 1995 effort under the sign of 
transmission, ransacking his dictionary for the occasion:  
 

Liner notes to Aufray Trans Dylan  My attempt at translation 
d’abord il faut transbahuter… 

transborder… transcoder… 
puis transcrire… 

ensuite on doit tout transférer… 
transfigurer… transformer… 
transfuser… transhumer… et meme 

transgresser… souvent 
transiger… 

on transige quant il faut!... alors 
seulement… le mot transite… 
il transmigre… 

 
l’idée commence à transperser… à 

transmuter… 
tandis que l’on continue… on 

transpire… mais on 
transparaît soudain… 

il faut encore et encore 
transplanter… transporter… 
transposer sans cesse… 

pour qu’enfin on se 
“transatlantique”… 

C’est le désir de transmettre… pour 
partager. 

first, you have to transship… to 
transcode… then to 
transcribe… 

then you must transfer everything 
transfigure… transform… 
transfuse… transplant… and even 

transgress… often 
compromise… 

you compromise when you need 
it!...then, only then… the 
word transits… it 
transmigrates… 

the idea is slowly transfixed… gets 
transmuted… 

while going on… your perspiration 
transpires… but you 
suddenly filter through 

again and again, you have to 
transplant… transport, 
transpose without end… 

so that at last, you get 
“transatlanticated” 

It is the desire to transmit… to  
              share. 

 

                                                
28 In Jewish folklore, the dybbuk is a demon that enters and controls the body of a 

living person. Actually, it seems more likely that the adaptor is possessed by the spirit of 
the original author.  

 
29 See Bergmann 2005. 
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Aufray’s insights reflect those of Brian Swann (1992:xvii) with regard 
to translating Native American literatures: “The desire is not for 
appropriation but some sort of participation: a touch of an elusive essence. 
The fact that we no longer believe we can possess is what affords value. So 
even at its most ‘definitive,’ any translation [ . . .] will always partake of the 
unknowable.”  

Is anything more elusive in pop culture than a Bob Dylan song? This 
particular quality explains both the will to pass those songs on to non-
English speaking audiences and the failures most of those cover versions 
represent as works of art. As Joachim du Bellay famously wrote five 
centuries ago, a translator is not a creator, so using the criteria of translation, 
and especially faithfulness, leads to second-best solutions. This was well 
understood by some adapters, who insisted on claiming fidelity (see the 
above quote from Serge Kerval’s liner notes), while doing exactly the 
reverse. Boris Bergmann (2005) thus jokes in an interview, “I practiced 
adultery on a grand scale.” In this way, the original is no longer seen as an 
absolute reference, but instead as a blueprint, a starting point. It is bent into 
something different and often more convincing than any attempt at 
faithfulness. The arch-example for this second kind of adaptation is Francis 
Cabrel’s 2004 cover of “Shelter from the Storm” (“S’abriter de l’orage”), 
which features different chords, different melody, different story, different 
rhythm, four verses instead of fourteen, and arrangements strongly 
reminiscent of another Dylan song (“Most of the Time”). Nonetheless, it is, 
in the end, a powerful and genuinely Dylanesque song. It is arguably the best 
Dylan cover in French, not because of its “accuracy” of replication, but 
because of the faithfulness of its transmission of greater meaning.30 

 
    Université Paris 
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“The Low Hum in Syllables and Meters”:  
Blues Poetics in Bob Dylan’s Verbal Art 

 
Catharine Mason 

 
 
 

 It may seem to be stating the obvious when pointing to the fact that 
Bob Dylan’s songs carry the voices of master blues singers. Vocal texture 
and color, singing behind the beat, and the use of twelve-bar rhythms might 
very well prove sufficient indicators for qualifying Dylan as a blues 
musician. Unfortunately, however, the elaborate and fascinating details of 
blues verbal artistry continue to remain a mystery to many scholars, as well 
as many musicians themselves. In this paper, we will take a closer look at 
the poetics of traditional blues lyrics within the particular context of their 
strong influence on Dylan’s songwriting. In doing so, we will focus on 
language use. Our goal is a deeper understanding of tradition, transmission, 
and personal creativity.  
 By poetics, I mean that function of language that serves to enhance, 
embellish, and in any way focus the attention of listeners (or readers) on 
what could be called the “message for the sake of the message.” This 
definition is a direct borrowing from Roman Jakobson’s description 
(1987:62-94) of the interworkings of poetics in all speech genres, from 
everyday forms to the most complex and calculated of written poetries. 
Ethnopoetics,1 which has been used most widely to treat Native American 
oral traditions, have contributed to the knowledge that poetic structures, 
motifs, and devices are culture-specific. Versification, narrative technique, 
sound patterns, metaphors, symbolic matrices, imagery, characterization, 
grammar use and all other such techniques derive from cultural uses of the 

                                       
 1 The leading figures of ethnopoetic approaches to verse structures and stylistic 
form are Dell Hymes (1981, 2003) and Dennis Tedlock (1983). Hymes’s work applies 
philological methods in his studies of rhetorical and poetic structures, while Tedlock 
takes his lead from sound matrices (rhythm, pauses, intonation, volume) and discursive 
strategies in identifying poetic ways of creating meaning. 
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specific language that serves as medium for the art form. This principle of 
interpretation was first espoused by Edward Sapir (1921:225), who 
demonstrated that “every language is itself a collective art of expression.” 
 Dell Hymes2 furthered the work of Jakobson and Sapir in his 
pioneering description of speech styles as having both collective and 
individual import. By focusing on style as a descriptive basis for language 
(as opposed to grammar in the long-standing tradition of linguistics), Hymes 
leads us to more applicable insights into the interdependence of content and 
form (and their corresponding referential and poetic functions) in verbal 
expression. He provides concepts and methods for identifying stylistic 
features as primary integers in the social construction of meaning. Hymes’s 
work allows for a wide-reaching application of Jakobson’s insights into 
poetics. In the following example, Jakobson (1987:70) leads us to consider 
how poetics operates in everyday life: 

 
A girl used to talk about “the horrible Harry.” “Why horrible?” “Because I 
hate him.” “But why not dreadful, terrible, frightful, disgusting?” “I don’t 
know why, but horrible fits him better.” Without realizing it, she clung to 
the poetic device of paronomasia.  

 
Hymes’s3 intricate demonstrations of stylistic operations (including verse 
structure) in a number of spoken languages4 also provide a basis for dealing 
with personal choices in individual speech.  

 
Style is not only a matter of features other than referential, or of the 
selective use of features of both kinds; it also has to do with the selective 
creation of new materials and letting go of the old. As languages change, 
they do not change wholly randomly, or lose structure in accordance with 
the second law of thermodynamics. They remain one relatively consistent 
set of realizations of the possibilities of language, rather than another. And 
they have the character they do in this regard partly because of choices by 
users. It is possible to consider some kinds of change, including sound 
change, coming about in part because of social meaning associated with 
features, more prestigeful variants replacing less prestigeful ones. It is 
possible to consider some changes as coming about in response to internal 

                                       
2 Taken from Hymes 1981. See also Hymes 2003.  
 
3 Hymes’s assertions, within the context of their use in this essay, appear in 

Bauman and Sherzer 1974:449. 
 
 4 English, Greek, Portuguese, Hopi, several varieties of Chinook, and several 
varieties of Salish are just a few of the languages in which Hymes has identified verse 
form in oral narratives. For a complete list, see Appendix 3 in Hymes 2003.  
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imbalances and pressures, and to cumulative drifts which make some 
avenues of change far more tractable than others. But some changes cannot 
be understood except as changes over time in what users of the language 
find it most desirable or essential to say.  

 
 Music lyrics provide a privileged use of verbal style as their primary 
purpose is to fit the music. We find an abundant number of lyrical styles in 
the English language alone. Blues music represents a highly selective use of 
verbal expression, as noted in the above quote, forming a “relatively 
consistent set of realizations of the possibilities of [the English] language.” 
In the following discussion, we will study some of the stylistic features of 
blues lyrics as they have been adopted by Dylan in some of his most 
traditional work (focusing specifically on his compositions in the AAB song 
form), and as they have helped to shape some of his most original work. I 
will argue that, for Dylan and many users of American English, blues 
artistry has been not only a choice of a more “prestigeful variant,” but an art 
form allowing for a real sense of what is “most desirable and essential to 
say.” 
 
 
Dylan, Blues Arranger and Innovator 
 
 In the early 1990s, thirty years into a successful songwriting and 
performance career, Dylan released two CDs of his own arrangements and 
recordings of traditional music. These recordings are, to my mind, another 
version of Dylan’s Bringing It All Back Home (1965), rendering valuable 
sources of inspiration in musical technique, poetic frameworks and human 
life narratives. In the liner notes to the album World Gone Wrong, the 
collection of particular interest to us here, Dylan shares with us the ways in 
which the lives and themes of his musical masters have touched him. In 
performing the songs composed and/or handed down by the musicians he 
honors, the artist passes down stories of human struggle and deep emotion as 
narrated by the song lyric.5 It is clear to ethnopoeticians and other folklorists 
that oral transmission of traditional narratives is far from being a detached, 
impersonal investment. Performance of traditional lyrics indeed requires a 

                                       
 5 I have been using the term “lyric” to mean the words to a song in unfixed form. 
For the purposes of this paper, this definition will contrast with “text,” which will refer to 
the transcribable performed version of a lyric. Inasmuch as variations exist from 
performance to performance, once transcribed, they can be studied as personal 
interpretations of the lyric. 
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personal interpretation of the subject matter disclosed. Dylan (1990: liner 
notes) informs his listeners: 

 
“Broke Down Engine” is a Blind Willie McTell masterpiece. It’s about 
trains, mystery on the rails—the train of love, the train that carried my girl 
from town—the Southern Pacific, Baltimore & Ohio, whatever—it’s about 
variations of human longing—the low hum in meters and syllables. It’s 
about dupes of commerce & politics colliding on tracks, not being pushed 
around by ordinary standards. It’s about revivals, getting a new lease on 
life, not just posing there—paint chipped and flaked, mattress bare, single 
bulb swinging above the bed. It’s about Ambiguity, the fortunes of the 
privileged elite, flood control—watching the red dawn not bothering to 
dress.  
 

Conscious of the cultural, social, political, and symbolic references 
anchoring this song in social life—references that cut across temporal 
barriers by pulling from deep-set human motives—Dylan reshapes the 
contours and inner impulses of the piece, though very subtly, to allow for the 
emergence of his personal voice. It is indeed his loyalty to the original 
“score” and “text,” as recorded by Willie McTell in the ‘30s, that makes this 
work an interesting springboard for a study of Dylan’s mastery of––and 
innovations in––blues poetics.  
 
 
Songfulness 
 
 On the surface, one may describe McTell’s lyrics6 as a collection of 
loosely connected sentiments, events, and discourses. However, a number of 
elements serve to establish balance and coherence throughout. We note first 
the use of repetition that creates a sound effect of symmetry and completion. 
A liberal use of anaphora along with the regular syllabification of musically 
measured rhythms provides a familiarity of sound that satisfies the ear as 
well as satisfying that part of the human mind that would ordinarily look to 
language for meaning. The listener will not necessarily contemplate the 
words and lines for metaphoric secrets and referential content, as Dylan has 
provided in his liner notes. However, she will take pleasure in what 
musicologist Lawrence Kramer (1999:303-319) has called the “songfulness” 
of the lyric, the satisfaction of hearing language sung without seeking to 
decode the message. The significant role that songfulness plays in the social 

                                       
 6 This study is based on McTell’s 1933 recording of “Broke Down Engine.” See 
references. 
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construction of meaning can be better understood when one considers the 
fact that the ear will quickly pick up on a lyric that is not well-constructed 
and instinctively revolt against unbalanced, a-rhythmic, and otherwise 
unpoetic texts. In other words, language––in itself, without reference––is 
meaningful to the listener. 
 The specificity of blues songfulness can be easily grasped by 
observing audience response in the performance arena. In many instances, 
nothing more than a few syncopated drum beats or bass guitar notes will 
interpellate7 listeners into the realm of blues experience in which the mind 
and body yield entirely to the effect of the music. A number of songwriters 
have reflected upon both the existential and universal impact of 
“bluesfulness” in metatextual commentary reflecting on the song form itself. 
Such metalepsis is, of course, an evolution of the common use of the term 
“blues” in traditional songs. Adding to a vast corpus of skillful arrangements 
of blues masterpieces, Dylan provides provocative insights into 
contemporary applications of traditional blues messages. In “Sitting on a 
Barbed Wire Fence” (1991), he contemplates condescending views of blues 
music put forth by commentators unfamiliar with a blues experience: 

 
Of course, you’re gonna think this song is a riff /  
I know you’re gonna think this song is just a riff /  
Unless you’ve been inside a tunnel /  
And fell down 69-70 feet over a barbed-wire fence . . . 
 

I would be remiss not to mention here Dylan’s reference to blues tradition 
and authenticity in his beautiful tribute to his master (1991): “No one sings 

                                       
 7 By “interpellation,” I refer specifically to Jean-Jacques Lecercle’s development 
(1999) of the Althusserian term that describes the process of hailing individuals into 
subjects. This social process is “an extraordinary example,” Lecercle tells us, “of the 
performative power of language.” Reflecting upon Althusser’s classic example of a 
police officer hailing someone in the street with his whistle, Lecercle (1999:156) 
describes the (social) effect: “the sense of guilt which is the psychological correlate of 
subjectification is so diffuse that everyone turns round (which suggests that there is 
overkill in interpellation: the paradox is that interpellation is both individual—it concerns 
this subject—and collective; the utterance potentially addresses everyone, but that is 
precisely what language allows the speaker, through metalepsis, to do.” Like the police 
whistle, songs enact public interpellation, calling individuals—both fictional, often 
archetypal characters and through them, listeners—into subjects. This process as 
Althusser described it derives from ideological forces and power struggles. Dylan seems 
conscious of this process as we will see in the explication of “10,000 Men” below. The 
term is useful to us in a more general way in that it allows us to better focus on the social 
dynamics of song performance.  
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the blues like Blind Willie McTell.” In the final part of this paper, we will 
see how Dylan manipulates poetic form in and of itself to induce (blues) 
meaning. 
 
 
Grammar Deviations  
 
 A number of deviations from Standard English grammar have become 
accepted and recognized by speakers as stylistic forms of speech due to their 
degree of expressivity. Indeed, what is often perceived of as “bad” or 
ungrammatical English can be formulaic and poetic. No one could deny, for 
example, the emphatic expression vehicled by double negation (present in 
other English varieties as well). The triple negation found in American 
Southern dialects allows, not so uncommonly, for even greater exclamatory 
effect: Ain’t nobody here got no idea what I’m talking about?! 
 The “ain’t . . . no” formula is of particular interest in the overall 
structure of Dylan’s arrangement of “Broke Down Engine.” In effect, of the 
three uses, the first and third frame the text, occurring in the first and last 
verses. The singer-songwriter plays metatextual tribute to the blues master 
by repeating the title of his song in the line “Feel like a broke down engine” 
followed by the “ain’t . . . no” formula in these two verses. The final verse 
replaces the initial “ain’t got no drivin’ wheel” with “ain’t got no whistle or 
bell.” This framing device creates structural balance and strengthens the 
effect of the double negation as it expresses the ultimate state of absolute 
loss of one’s self. Such ultimateness is further reinforced by use of the 
formula in the penultimate verse, creating a culminating effect of a 
symbolist nature rather than a narrative one. Repetition adds to this effect:  
in both verses the complete phrase is “ain’t got no” and both interpellate the 
female lover. 
   The dropping of auxiliaries in the use of the perfective aspect (for 
example, “You seen my cat?” as opposed to “Have you seen my cat?”) 
provides another stylistic grammar deviation common in Southern dialects. 
In Standard English, the perfective form, as it relates the accomplishment of 
an act, employs the auxiliary “have” as if to indicate that one presently has 
(holds/carries/owns) a particular experience. The dropping of the auxiliary 
may have derived from phonological (rhythmic) structuration of verbal 
speech or from mere syntactic simplification. The result, at any rate, seems 
to be one of a heightened effect of the achieved action without locating it in 
time and space. McTell’s song line, “You been down and lonesome,” which 
reduces the standard form “have been” to its past participle “been,” places 
the action––or in this case, the state of “being”––in the forefront. The 
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dropping of the auxiliary places the experience in a more direct relation to 
the acting subject. It is clearly not the same as if one were to say “you are 
down and lonesome,” which provides a general description of the subject’s 
condition. “You been,” I would argue, combines or even merges the doer, 
the doing, and the having done into a definitive operation by which the 
action or the experience illustrates its doer.  
 If we compare the retention of the auxiliary “have” in the blues song 
“You’ve Been in Love Too Long,” recorded by Bonnie Raitt (1979), we can 
see/hear the difference of effects. The Paul/Stevenson/Hunter-authored 
lyrics, as performed by Raitt, focuses our attention on the time-measured 
experience of the acting subject, clearly highlighting the result of that 
experience: “You’re a fool for your baby.” It is as if the singer were saying 
“look at yourself, it’s time to move on.” In fact, “You been in love too long,” 
to my Southern ear, sounds stylistically awkward and I would suggest that 
this is due to the lack of a temporal marker needed to complete the sense of 
“too long.” “You been” seems, in this way, to express fatality, outside of 
time—let’s say a blues destiny—while “you have been,” which marks 
grammatical tense in the auxiliary, expresses a present state of being, linking 
it to the past and opening it up to the future.8 
 
 
Informal Register  
 
 Incomplete sentences, the dropping of the first person pronoun, an 
abundant use of the second person “you,” and an abundant use of the “-ing” 
verbal form in blues lyrics are markers of a heightened interpersonal 
exchange and serve to create an atmosphere of intimacy both in the narrative 
and in the performance arena. These grammatical devices derive from 
spoken English and clearly denote an informal register in which barriers 
between speaker and listener(s) dissolve. In formal speech as well as in 
writing, syntactic structures adhering to the rigorous rules of subject/ 
predicate conjugation allow for clarity of subject matters that are transmitted 
across mediatized bridges. Rigorous syntax is indeed necessary for clear 
                                       
 8 This Ø (a common indicator in linguistics signifying the absence of a first 
person pronoun) perfective form, common to Southern American English, whether of 
spontaneous origin or an adoption from white colonialists, has not attracted the attention 
it deserves from linguists (probably due to grammatical purism). Further investigation 
should also include a description of the use of double participles in which “do” seems to 
function as an auxiliary. In the McTell text at hand, we find “I done got broke” and “I 
done pawned my pistol.” The participled “do” clearly highlights the doing as a completed 
act. The expression “it’s a done deal” is surely a derivative of this grammatical evolution. 
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communication in situations in which the speaker’s references are not so 
readily available to the listener(s). Diction, definition, and illustration are 
rhetorical devices practiced by orators and diplomats in an effort to 
communicate across barriers, whether they be political, cultural, or 
epistemological.  
 By contrast, incomplete sentence structures are used by interlocutors 
of certain languages who share similar references, ways of thinking, and 
codes of communication. It is common, for example, in both American and 
French conversation for a listener to complete the sentence of an initial 
speaker thereby confirming reception and understanding of (and in many 
cases agreement with) the idea transmitted. We find in such cases a type of 
syntactic and cognitive interplay that is obviously not practiced in formal 
settings. These observations allow us to perceive the “broken” sentence 
structure of blues and other American folk music genres as a stylistic design 
of the informal registers of spoken language. It should also be pointed out 
that the informal register of blues poetics is in keeping with the rules of 
prosody that have likewise emerged through speaking.  
 The absence of the first person pronoun “I” in American southern 
English is, to my knowledge, a largely stylistic effect often found only in 
song. I have known no instance in spoken English of a speaker deleting this 
pronoun other than in a veritable “breakthrough into performance.”9 It is 
nonetheless common in American genres of folk music, especially the blues, 
and allows for a sense of closeness to the speaker that coincides well with 
the immediacy of the singing voice. Interestingly, Dylan’s version of “Broke 
Down Engine” has 17 instances of Ø I (absence of) while McTell’s version 
has only six. Elaborate rhetorical use of this device for the contemporary 
artist can be studied in “Meet Me in the Morning,” “Gonna Change My Way 
of Thinkin’” and “Dirt Road Blues,” all composed in AAB form. 
 As for the abundant use of second person “you,” Dylan’s text is more 
in keeping with that of McTell’s. In both cases, the singer interpellates three 
players in the following order: listeners – beloved – Lord – beloved. Dylan’s 
lyric deviates from that of his blues master only in the addition of a third 
interpellation of the beloved. Attentive listeners to Dylan’s work are familiar 
with the many innovations the artist has made in his use of player 

                                       
 9 The notion “breakthrough into performance” reflects a discourse phenomenon 
identified by Dell Hymes (1981) in which speakers step unexpectedly out of a usual, 
everyday use of language into skilled verbal expression for the sake of its effect. Hymes 
(1981:81) writes: “The concern is with performance, not as something mechanical or 
inferior, as in some linguistic discussion, but with performance as creative, realized, 
achieved, even transcendent of the ordinary course of events.”  
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interpellation. In short, these two pronominal devices—deletion of the first 
person pronoun and interpellation—clearly establish a subjective mode of 
expression and enhance the emphatic function of language by colorful player 
interaction. Such subjectivity and intersubjectivity become an integral part 
of the informal register of the song discourse. 
 The close-up point of view that is expressed in the verbal ending “–
ing” also adds to the rich design of intimate association between singer and 
listener in “Broke Down Engine.” Grammarians have always pointed to the 
continuous aspect of the “–ing” form. The description of an event as it is 
carried out derives from a subjective view of the event and gives 
interlocutors a feeling of lived experience. It is common for English 
speakers to expose actions that have an effect on their sentimental landscape 
by using be + –ing. “His failure to respond to my love is torturing me” 
discloses an ongoing pain in a way that invites the listener to observe 
closely. “His failure to respond to my love tortures me” states a fact and 
provides a global view of the tortures of unrequited love in a way that allows 
for more objective distance. “Ah, you’ll get over it,” one may spontaneously 
reply to the second example, using the simple present, whereas the example 
employing the continuous present incites a more sympathetic, far less 
detached view of the event.10 
 McTell exploits this grammatical device three times in “Broke Down 
Engine.” The first two involve the description of first person actions creating 
an intimate feel for the singer’s desperate situation: “Been shooting craps 
and gamblin’” (verse 3) and “I ain’t crying for no religion” (verse 4). The 
song climaxes with an elaborate use of the “–ing” form in the final verse (6). 
In effect, the continuous aspect is used elaborately in the unfolding of an 
entire love narrative “right before our eyes”: 
 
 Don’t you hear me, baby, knockin’ on your door? 
 Don’t you hear your daddy, mama, knockin’ on your door? 
 Can’t I get out singing, living, tapping ‘n flatting, slip right across your floor 
 
 Dylan adopts and modifies the pattern of the three instances of the “–
ing” form found in McTell’s 1933 text. His arrangement maintains the 
sequence of the two lines employing the verb form followed by a love 
narrative. His narrative contains, however, several modifications: 
 

                                       
 10 This subjective effect of the verbal form be + –ing is well illustrated by the film 
The Truman Show in which Truman’s life may be viewed in all its intimacy at any given 
moment: Truman is sleeping. Truman is starting to wake up. Truman is opening his eyes. 
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 Can’t you hear me, baby, rappin’ at your door? 
 Can’t you hear me, baby, rappin’ at your door? 
 Now you hear me tappin’, tappin’ across your floor 
 
Dylan’s text further changes the culminating effect of the narrative verse by 
following it up with a repetition of the first two verses in the framing device 
discussed above. This structure focuses attention back on the individual 
landscape of the lone lover, shifting us away from the interplay of the lovers. 
I would suggest that such a maneuver is influenced by the romantic poetry of 
Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Verlaine, who many scholars have argued to have 
been influential in Dylan’s songwriting.  
 
 
Blues Metaphor 
 
  A third feature of which is characteristic of blues songs is found in the 
use of ingredients from everyday materiality as metaphors of human life and 
well-being, sexuality, struggles, and passion. Trains and rain are common 
metaphors in blues songs as well as in blues-inspired country and folk 
musics. Windows, floors, and doors are also commonly used in the 
traditional blues. In Yank Rachell and Sleepy John Estes’ “Ragged and 
Dirty” (also recorded by Dylan 1993), for example, we hear: “Went to my 
window baby, I couldn’t see through my blind” in which the window 
represents the singer’s eyes and the blind represents his inability to see the 
reality of his lover’s infidelity. These metaphors are made clear in the line 
that follows: “Heard my best friend coming round, I thought I heard my 
baby cry.” Cris Smither’s “I Feel the Same” (recorded by Bonnie Raitt 1973) 
gives us “It seems so empty now, close the door,” in which the door 
represents the passageway allowing for a relationship to develop . . . or not.  
 “Broke Down Engine,” a severe and life-interrupting event, evokes an 
individual’s lost spirit and momentum. It also clearly suggests an 
interruption of sexual happiness. “Booze” becomes the fuel that could serve 
to lubricate or corrode the “driving wheels,” which are, in turn, the particular 
motives and activities that keep the mind and heart inspired and a 
relationship “running.” The house thus becomes the frontier of an 
individual’s psychic and physical space. Other house references in the 
McTell lyric are: 
 
 Can’t you hear me baby, knockin’ on your door? 
 Can I get out singing, living, tapping ‘n flatting, slip right across your floor? 
 You ain’t got to put her in my house, Lordy, you only lead her to my door. 
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In keeping with this tradition, Dylan songs are filled with elements of 
everyday material life as relating deeper insights into existential 
experience.11  We find doors in more than 80 of his songs, commonly 
denoting the threshold of interpersonal relations. Windows are also 
abundant. Well over 20 references to floors evoke communal life, domestic 
drudgery, the lowest stages of a person’s life or a form of subterranean 
disclosure/truthfulness.12 These commonplace items, as well as trains, rain, 
barbed wire, shoes, and other articles of clothing are a clear carry-over from 
blues traditions. To these, Dylan adds alleys, clocks, pies, ashtrays, money, 
phones, televisions, and brand names as well as his own version of 
traditional references. 
 Dylan’s creative use of blues metaphors is widely encompassing and 
expanding in both detail and general reference. His references to the larger 
categories of materiality commonly referred to in the blues—houses, 
clothing, body parts, and climate—make up a considerable part of his 
corpus. His innovations involve processes of 1) transformation and/or 
projection of traditional metaphor through metonymy, synecdoche, or 
extension; 2) parallels; 3) modernization of objects and their function; and 4) 
elaboration through detail. Examples of these processes include 1) the 
replacement of the traditional “door” with the synecdochal “keyhole” in 
“She Belongs to Me”; 2) the paralleled “railroad gate” for “door” in 
“Absolutely Sweet Marie”; 3) “stainless steel” in “Sweetheart Like You” as 
a modern allusion to domestic doldrums. The modernizing of traditional 
references is also found in the juxtaposition of rural lexical items in “Sitting 
on a Barbed Wire Fence”—barbed wire, hound dogs, and bodily tortures of 
love (“killing me alive”)—to contemporary elements of American life—
random sums of money, foreign (unintelligible) doctors, and the musical 
riffs that one may hear in passing.  
 Elaboration through detail is probably the most common method of 
innovating blues metaphors used by Dylan. Entire songs have been devoted 
to random details symbolic of general references such as the many 

                                       
 11 Dylan’s metaphoric mastery has made way for fascinating, in-depth 
explications by a great number of competent scholars and other attentive listeners. 
Whether they be exotic, classic, or contemporary—borrowed, derived or invented—
Dylan metaphors are never without substantial and coherent anchorage in the overall text 
meaning. Origins and influences are not always clear and direct and there is surely much 
to be done in this area of song studies. The objective here, however, must be confined to 
those metaphors that fit a stipulated definition of a blues metaphor. 
 

12 As when Rambling, Gambling Willie’s cards fall to the floor (Dylan 1991) and 
the singer’s words fall to the floor in “With God on Our Side” (Dylan 1964). 
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commonplace objects found in a house in “Everything is Broken.” “Shelter 
from the Storm” and “A Hard Rain’s A’ Gonna Fall” are but a couple of 
examples of songs built on climate references. “Clothes Line Saga” provides 
a narrative of the routines of doing the household laundry as it portrays the 
complexities of cohabitation. “4th Time Around” alludes to personal identity 
and the difficulties of interpersonal relationships through everyday activity 
involving language, clothing, and body parts. Elaboration of general 
categories may also be sporadic yet often provides powerful images such as 
a leopard-skin pill-box hat, red, white, and blue shoestrings, buttons on a 
coat, and high-heeled sneakers (clothing as identity, lifestyle, affiliation and 
discrimination); and drainpipes, buckets of rain, a mattress balancing on a 
bottle of wine, and a fireproof floor as representative of domestic life.  
 
 
Binary Blues Clauses 
 
 The formal structure of the AAB blues verse is composed of two word 
groups that I have termed “binary blues clauses.” These word groups are 
juxtaposed and repeated in a second line; they are then followed by a third 
line that, just as between the binary clauses, induces a particular relation to 
the A lines. The verse itself is thus a triplet while inside the verse we find 
three binary structures: the repetition of line 1 in line 2; the response effect 
of line 3 to the two repeated lines; and the combination of two clauses found 
in all three lines. The overlapping of binary and tertiary structures is 
certainly an integral part of the rhythmic richness of this song form. We will 
focus here on the linguistic features of these structures as they lend 
themselves to stylistic form.  
 Probably the most important feature of binary blues clauses arises 
from syntactic fragmentation so common in American speech. The clauses 
remain independent of one another, basic English syntax is often defied and 
the meaning of the line is found in the equation of two lines, as opposed to 
the full thought that defines a sentence. Indeed, the core of the construction 
of the verse is based on relations other than grammar and syntax, 
constituting parallels that are clearly poetic in nature. In sum, the full poetic 
effect of this formula is found in the implied relationship between the two 
clauses and that between the A and B lines.  
 In my inventory of the McTell and Dylan corpuses I have identified 
the following relationships: cause and effect; elaboration of a condition, 
state, or situation that often constitutes the stylistic device of amplification; 
confirmation of a figurative meaning; combinations of events, 
circumstances, habits, or characteristics that derive from a given scenario, 
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often unsuspected in the opening clause of the line; condition into an effect; 
and, of course, oppositions. These relationships are rarely straightforward 
but instead implied as part of the elliptical nature of much poetry and song. 
For example, from “Broke Down Engine,” we find “I ain’t crying for no 
religion, Lordy, give me back my good gal please.” The binary operation is 
oppositional: the implied relation between the two clauses is completed in 
the singer’s need for supernatural power––not as a religious pursuit but as a 
romantic one. A distinction between religious and romantic motives 
contrives to express the desperate nature of the latter. 
 Although the binary clauses may form a complete sentence as in 
“Don’t you hear me, baby, knocking at your door,” this is most often not the 
case. Even in the example here, deeper meaning is discovered by 
fragmenting the clauses and seeking an implied relation. Such is found in the 
equation of the two sides of communication. In effect, the two clauses evoke 
the two processes necessary for communication to take place, starting with 
the second, namely the receiving of a message, and ending with the initial 
act of sending a message. By inverting the two processes, the singer places 
emphasis on the receiving end of things, interpellating the beloved who may 
or may not be deaf to his cries. In the same way that this inversion of the 
communication act provides a good example of how binary blues clauses 
defy temporal order, one may also question the necessity of the syntactic 
completion of the two clauses to the line’s meaning. It would be easy for a 
blues singer to completely separate them, replacing them with “Don’t you 
hear me, baby? I’m knocking at your door.” Other options are “I knocking at 
your door” and “I be knocking at your door,” and it is quite plausible to 
interpret the deletion of the first person pronoun as a stylistic effect. It is 
clear that, whatever the possibilities, the complete sentence structure adds 
nothing to the essential meaning of the line. 
 In “I done pawned my 32-special, good gal, and my clothes been 
sold,” the second clause elaborates a progressive stage in an achieved state 
of helplessness evoked in the first clause. The singer is weaponless and then 
without clothing, both as a result of gambling. The first loss leaves him 
without defense (or a means for aggression) and the second leaves him 
without public decency. A process of degradation is implied, not only in the 
comparison between the lesser need for a pistol than that for clothes, but also 
in the change from the active voice (“I done pawned”) and the passive voice 
(“my clothes been sold”). In the first act, the singer acts and in the second, 
he endures the act. The message thus unfolds: gambling is dangerous and it 
only gets worse. 
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 Dylan’s own compositions include 17 songs with full AAB structure 
and seven others using an altered use of binary blues clauses. His 
innovations of this form are as remarkable as in his use of blues metaphors. 
A surprising example of innovation of binary blues clauses will be studied in 
what follows. 
 
 
Obscurity of Form into Meaning 
 
 I wonder if even the most attentive listeners of Dylan’s recordings 
would be able to readily identify the one song on Under the Red Sky (1990) 
which is composed in AAB verse form. The lyric structure of “10,000 Men” 
is indeed disguised by several dominant features that in fact bear a contrast 
to the traditional blues form. The contrasting formal designs that make up 
“10,000 Men” clearly mark both cultural hybridization and originality in 
Dylan’s songwriting.13 The use of varying discourse genres provides the 
most striking and encompassing example of stylistic contrasts. The 
description of collective identities and activities of “10,000 men” (and 
alternately of women) clearly enters into a socio-historical view of the 
world: front-line soldiers, elite members of society, explorers, wealth 
seekers, brides, destitute criminals, housekeepers and servants may be 
viewed as archetypes as in many of Dylan’s texts.  
 However, in the third line of every verse (the B lines), each group is 
linked to the worldly activities that they perform, bringing them down to 
earth, so to speak, and giving them a clearly human role. The symbolic 
images of the men on the hill, of those dressed in oxford blue, of the women 
dressed in white, and so on, evoke their social status and place them in a 
synchronic view of history. This momentary, still-life view of human 
purpose is overturned in each of the B lines by transforming them into real 
life events carried out by individuals (“some of ‘m gonna get killed,” 
“coming in from the cold,” “each one of ‘em just out of jail,” “sweeping it 
up with a broom,” and so forth). I would like to insist on the fact that this 
synchronic/diachronic contrast is built into the formal structure of the lyric 
in which the A lines paint a history-book picture and the B lines zoom in for 

                                       
 13 Such a formal contrast seems to mark a poetic instance of structural 
transformation as described by Claude Lévi-Strauss in Amerindian myths. Interplay of 
stylistic form in one and the same text may very well reveal something about the 
microscopic process of cultural transformations identified in more macroscopic social 
phenomena by structural anthropologists.  
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a closer observation of active human life. The binary oppositions of the 
collective/particular and the synchronic/diachronic are expressed with 
contrasting rhetorical structures identifiable as socio-historical discourse and 
blues discourse. 
 Another genre, however, is superimposed throughout the text and, it 
should be noted, throughout the album. In effect, the underlying theme of 
“10,000 Men” finds parallels in the following nursery rhyme: 
 

What are little girls made of, made of? 
What are little girls made of? 
Sugar and spice and everything nice 
That’s what little girls are made of. 
 
What are little boys made of, made of? 
What are little boys made of? 
Snakes and snails and puppy dog tails, 
That’s what little boys are made of.14 

 
In terms of content alone, Dylan’s text, like the nursery rhyme, is built on a 
distinction between the activities and qualifiers of men and those of women. 
The structure is also built on a constant shift in our perception of each. On 
the surface, male roles painted in the A lines interpellate soldiers, well-
dressed men, explorers, fortune seekers, poor men, and guardians of 
woman’s morals. Female images call forth brides, housekeepers, and 
servants. This list clearly provides a “neutral” view of social categories as in 
history and storybook characters.  
 To link the Dylan text with the nursery rhyme printed above, we note 
that the male roles involve danger, power, possession, success, and failure 
while the female roles involve subordination and efforts at pleasing others. 
There is a sort of innocence in the simplicity with which these roles are 
presented. This simplicity is especially captured in the airy rhythms echoing 
children’s rhymes as well as in the fixed nature of the images that one 
simply wouldn’t think to question (“That’s what little boys are made of”). 
The number 10,000, an ungraspable sum for young children, and yet 
containing the pedagogical 10 (the number of fingers with which children 
learn to count) signals, however, the deceptive characteristic of nursery 
rhymes, as well as of authoritative discourse more generally.  
 The B lines of the lyric, which are to be interpreted as a response to 
the oversimplified categories of both historical discourse and nursery rhyme, 

                                       
 14 Transcribed from childhood memory. 
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bring to our attention that looks can, indeed, be deceiving. Such deceptions 
are drawn out in the following table: 
 

Gender role Stereotype Reality 
Soldiers Powerful and brave15 Self-destructive 
Well-dressed men Respectful16 Self-satisfying 
Explorers Adventurous Mischievous 
Fortune seekers Hard working Pampered 
Guardian Protective Jealous 
Brides Pure Seducers 
Poor men Needy Polygamous users 
Housekeepers Dutiful Clumsy and futile 
Servants Sugar and spice Nice17 

 
In addition to the contrasting view of the collective players in the text, the 
male/female distinction finds a parallel in the speaking voice of the poet 
(male) who interpellates a female second person “you” four times in the 
song (verses two, three, five, and nine).  
 The lyric is constructed, then, of three narrating voices: the detached 
historical view of, let’s say, “the history lecturer”; the voice echoing from a 
child’s world of fairy tale; and the singing persona who plays out a personal 
drama of the male role sketched out in both the rhyme and history. The voice 
of the singing persona is, of course, the narrative voice holding the text 
together. We may thus identify the history lecture and the nursery rhyme as 
metanarratives,18 held in suspension as part of the singer’s life references 

                                       
 15 This image and its story call to mind Dylan’s “John Brown,” in which the 
soldier’s mother boasts with personal satisfaction of her son’s bravery. In the end, John 
Brown has been injured and mutilated from battle. He shows that he does not feel self-
satisfaction by placing his medals in his mother’s hand––a symbolic gesture.  
 
 16 This category of supposedly respectful men taking advantage of naïve women 
finds a parallel in Dylan’s “Blind Willie McTell” (1991): “There’s a woman by the river / 
With some fine young handsome man / He’s dressed up like a squire / Bootlegged 
whiskey in his hand.” 
 
 17 The final line of “10,000 Men”—“It’s really so sweet of you to be so nice to 
me”—yields the only purely linguistic evidence of a possible influence of the “What are 
little boys made of” nursery rhyme. All other echoes are either thematic or narratological. 
 
 18 A metanarrative is the formal telling of a story within a story. The relationship 
between the metanarrative and the narrative varies but will have an inherent bearing on 
the ultimate meaning of the overall narrative.  
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and clearly having a bearing on his interaction with the female players in the 
lyric.19 What is most interesting for us here is that the personal voice of the 
narrator is formally aligned with the blues discourse in both elemental and 
structural ways. 
 First, as we have seen, the blues discourse––as a more intimate and 
diachronic view of human life––is found in the B lines of the verses. The A 
lines, in all except verses five and nine, depict the collective group in a noun 
phrase. Verse one of the song sets the pace with the powerful and 
anticipatory, yet static, image of “10,000 men on a hill.” As opposed to the 
traditional blues form, these lines are not constructed of two clauses;20 nor 
do we find any of the stylistic features identified above (grammatical 
deviations, informal register, commonplace metaphors). The B lines, on the 
other hand, are nearly all composed of two separate clauses and are rich in 
blues stylistics. Moreover, speech directed to a second person player (always 
female) is used in the B lines of verses two and three, and throughout verses 
five and nine. From the very first verse we see a considerable difference of 
grammatical “tone” between the A and B lines: 
 

10,000 men on a hill 
10,000 men on a hill 
Some of ‘em going down, some of ‘em gonna get killed 

 
In the B line of this verse, we find both phonetic deviations that imply casual 
discourse (we note that all of the A lines in the song employ standard 
diction) and grammatical deviation in the deletion of the auxiliary “are” in 
the second clause. We also note the uninhibited use of the “–ing” form. 
 One of the most interesting uses of grammatical deviations in the 
Dylan corpus is found in the B line of verse three of “10,000 Men”: “None 
of them doing nothing that your mama wouldn’t disapprove.” This line 
contains four markers of negation: none, no–, –n’t and dis–. The abundance 
of negations creates obscurity in the meaning of the line to the extent that 
one is practically obligated to do a mathematical calculation to figure out if 
the “10,000 men on the move” are “good guys” or “bad guys.” Taking into 
consideration the grammatical deviation of “None of them doing nothing,” 
the logical inference here is that mothers would not approve of anything 
these men do. No ambiguity whatsoever.  
                                       
 19 In all but one instance of a female presence in the text, the narrator is also 
present. 
 
 20 Despite the use of single clauses, the A lines are sung as one full line with a 
long pause between, for example, “10,000 men” and “on a hill” in AAB blues fashion. 
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 I will argue, however, that even for listeners born and bred in the rural 
South, this line causes confusion. I contend that this confusion is deliberate 
and results from the contrast between the double negation of the first clause 
as deviation and the double negation of the second clause as grammatically 
logical. The juxtaposition of these double negations seems to somehow 
negate the negation of the approval thereby creating a sense of ambiguity 
that does not grammatically exist. Could it be that a mother’s approval 
stands as an ultimate play of power against the authorities of history? That 
the “snakes and snails” and “sugar and spice” is telling of some truth about 
the sexes, but not the whole story? Or might it be that the grammatical 
deviation itself is what our mama disapproves?  

To conclude, blues renditions of the universal tale of unrequited love 
have often served as metaphoric representations of power struggles between 
slave and master and the later development of worker and boss. In some 
instances, descriptions of suffering in romantic love were composed to 
disguise descriptions of the hardships of economic and social injustices 
experienced by African-Americans in the rural South. The interplay of 
distinctly different voices and points of view in “10,000 Men” demonstrated 
above is clearly not a mystical configuration but a reflection of plurivocal 
realities of American cultural heritages and ideologies. The formal blues 
structure is maintained by the artist’s enactment of a frustrated love affair. 
This is found most explicitly in the expression of jealousy in verse five. In 
verse nine, attempts to extract sweetness from a mere gesture of (tea) service 
reveal a lover’s desperation. While such meaning conveyed in traditional 
blues lyrics is based to a large extent on content—characters, events, and 
sentiments—although not entirely (metonymy and other stylistic devices are 
clearly at play in “Broke Down Engine”), Dylan’s textual meaning is 
disclosed most significantly through a reading of the dialogical structures 
which make up his poetic design. Indeed, formal discourse patterns and their 
historical references reveal a wide range of power relations (teacher/student, 
bearers of tradition/youth, commander-in-chief/soldiers) in parallel with 
explicit descriptions of male and female roles. “10,000 Men” is thus in 
keeping with the blues tradition as it depicts hardships that are both personal 
and political. The poetic innovation as described here stems from Dylan’s 
meta-linguistic penetration of codes of authoritative discourses that guide 
social behavior and interpersonal relations by interpellating individuals into 
subjective identities.  
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