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Oh the streets of Rome, are filled with rubble,
Ancient footprints are everywhere
You could almost think that you’re seeing double
On a cold dark night on the Spanish stair

T
hese haunting lines from “When I
Paint my Masterpiece” show Bob
Dylan’s sense of the layering of time,
of the latent memories in place and

in language, all of which can give us an en-
hanced awareness as we listen to the work of

the American songwriter. In this song, Dylan
remembers both Rome’s ancient past and also
its more recent history, alluding gently to Keats,
haunting the Spanish Steps near where he lived
in the Eternal City. Keats’ poetry haunts much
of Dylan’s work, but more than Keats or any
other poet, it is the poetry of the Bible which
doubles Dylan’s vision and echoes through his
words. Rather than using direct or obvious
quotation, Dylan often allows a Bible passage
to work quietly behind his song. We can hear
and appreciate the song without at first
hearing the biblical echoes, but once we hear
them the meaning of the song is enhanced. 

“Blowin’ in the Wind” is a good example of
this. It’s a song about our failure to see and
to hear, and it echoes Ezekiel 12:1-2: “You are
living in the midst of a rebellious house, who
have eyes to see but do not see, who have ears
to hear but do not hear”, a passage which Jesus
had taken up in the phrase “he who has ears
to hear let him hear”. But Dylan doesn’t sim-
ply quote it. He turns it back into a question
to his generation and ours: 

How many ears must one man have before he
can hear people cry? 

How many times must a man look up before
he can see the sky?

There is also a more subtle and all-pervasive
biblical echo working behind this song and that
is the encounter between Jesus and
Nicodemus, especially the verse in John 3:8:
“The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear
the sound of it, but you do not know where it
comes from or where it goes. So it is with every-
one who is born of the Spirit.”

Here the allusion, which is in the defining
line of the song, is completely consonant with
its original scriptural context. Nicodemus
comes to Jesus with a string of questions which
Jesus answers with another question: “Are you
a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not under-
stand these things?” And further, everything
turns on the way in which earthly images may
or may not reveal heavenly truths. Jesus then
asks Nicodemus another significant “how”
question: “If I have told you about earthly

things and you do not believe, how can you
believe if I tell you about heavenly things?” 

Now Dylan’s song consists entirely of a series
of questions: How many roads? How many
seas? How many times? All are answered by
the cryptic and questioning “answer” that “the
answer is blowing in the wind”. Here the sense
of possible transfiguration and of a vision that
might be missed are present in both the bib-
lical text and the song, so they reinforce one
another. Dylan is a master of fruitful ambi-
guity, of withholding information precisely to
increase the number of possibilities available
in an open song, so “Blowin’ in the Wind” never
names either the questioner or the “friend”
who answers in the chorus but allows us to
explore the possibilities of who here is Christ
and who is Nicodemus.  

Or consider Highway 61 Revisited. The
whole album turns on the word re-visited, un-
covering Dylan’s poetic technique, which is pre-
cisely to re-visit and re-imagine the apparently
familiar. The language of this album, for all
its borrowings from Ginsberg’s angel-headed
hipsters, is also constantly calling and recall-
ing the Bible in strange new guises. 

God said to Abraham kill me a son
Abe said Man you must be puttin’ me on
God said no
Abe said what?
God said you can do what you want Abe but
Next time you see me comin’ you’d better run
Abe said where you want this killin’ done?
God said out on Highway sixty-one

Any reading of this song will be nuanced
by the knowledge that Highway 61 was the
highway that Dylan himself travelled when he
left his own father, Abraham Zimmerman, be-
hind and became, for a while, dead to his fam-
ily. All the contexts come into play in the
making of the final meaning of an album that
deals with dislocation and uprootedness: what
seems at first merely playful or iconoclastic
turns out to be deeply and seriously engaged.

MALCOLM GUITE 

Over the past 45 years, no popular singer and songwriter has
explored the joy and pain of the human condition like Bob Dylan.
But his source material is not simply the richness of modern life –
he draws much of his inspiration from the Bible
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It is more Midrash than mockery.
When the tables were turned and Dylan

himself became a father he again availed him-
self of Scripture as a dance partner for his art.
“Forever Young”, for example, written for his
son Jacob, takes the Aaronic blessing in
Numbers 6: 24-27 as its starting point, “The
Lord bless you and keep you …” But Dylan
develops it in some playful and surprising ways:

May God bless and keep you always, may your
wishes all come true

May you always do for others and let others
do for you

The other partner this song dances with is
Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn”, from which
the phrase “forever young” is taken. Keats’
lovers are kept forever young by art, immor-
talised on the vase and in the poem, but also
frozen and beyond the possibility of growth.
By contrast Dylan’s prayer for his children is
that they may “stay forever young”, not by being
taken out of time but by growing in right-
eousness through time:

May you grow up to be righteous may you grow
up to be true,

may you always know the truth and see the light
surrounding you

The song is about both the longing for eter-
nal youth and  the difficult process of growth
and change; the paradox that we must both
grow up and be forever young, receive the King-
dom as little children, but also grow up into
the stature of Christ. 

This latter-day Jewish prophet, who told us
“the times they are a-changing”, and that “the
answer is blowing in the wind” also gives us
this priestly blessing, “May you have a strong
foundation / when the winds of changes shift.”

I began here with the “ancient footprints”
that Dylan sensed in Rome, and he re-visits
that phrase with a difference in “Every Grain
of Sand”, a masterpiece rich in biblical allu-
sions. Those “ancient footprints” were a tes-
tament to absence, but in this song Dylan
achieves a balance in which memory speaks
of absence but also mediates presence, the an-
cient footprints have become ancient footsteps,
the God who spared Abraham’s son on High-
way 61 is walking with him on his journey now,
and we are reminded, by the gift of Dylan’s
music, that, though he may seem absent, he
is walking with us too: 

I hear the ancient footsteps like the motion of
the sea

Sometimes I turn, there’s someone there,
other times it’s only me.

I am hanging in the balance of the reality of man
Like every sparrow falling, like every grain of

sand

■ Malcolm Guite is a poet, singer-songwriter
and priest. This article is adapted from a
lecture given at the Centre for the Study of
Jewish-Christian Relations, Cambridge. The
full text of this lecture can be found at
http://www.woolfinstitute.cam.ac.uk
and also http://www.malcolmguite.com

I don’t know what it was that set me
thinking about skylarks. I was in the
coach to Oxford, just at the point
where the M40 cuts through the
Chilterns near Princes Risborough –
a place where you reliably see red
kites, but not larks. And there the
kites were, as usual, wheeling slowly
overhead. Carrion crows were there
too, passing blackly over the
ploughed fields; one kestrel was
hovering. The naked countryside of
December shows the birds more
clearly, rare signs of life in it. But
how heavily they fly, flapping from
tree to tree as though the grey sky,
like a lid, pressed down on them.
Skylarks would seem impossible in a
scene like this: unable to soar in
their infinite blue, unable to sing. 

There is a scene in Laurence
Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey – his
delightfully coy account of amorous
adventures in France in the 1760s –
when he wanders out of a courtyard,
into a passage, and hears a voice
saying: “I can’t get out – I can’t get
out.” No human being is in sight. But
then he sees a little cage hanging in
the roof of the passage, and sees that
the speaker is a starling. “To every
person that came through the
passage”, Sterne writes, “it ran
fluttering to the side to which they
approach’d it, with the same
lamentation of its captivity – ‘I can’t
get out’.” He tries to unlock the cage
door, but the wire is twisted too tight;
and he goes sadly to his room, musing
on slavery and liberty. Starlings,
unlike skylarks, seem at home in
winter, but their whirling and ever-
returning flocks make up one vast
complaint against entrapment. 

The landscape is never more
imprisoning than in December, for
us and for the birds. We seem to
have lost the fogs of my childhood,
when the grey air hung like a curtain
in front of our faces and the
numbers on gates had to be felt with
groping hands, as if we were blind.
But December’s horizon is stark and
close, as if the weight of coming
winter broods there. A thick mesh of
droplets fills the air and trails
against our skin. The trees are a bare
grid, all the more cheerless because
the reds and yellows of October still
burn in the memory: but those fire-

leaves lie underfoot now, deadening
and blackening. Brambles and
nettles curl like rusty coils of wire at
the base of the trees. A field of
willowherb, bright pink last
summer, is now a crowd of white-
haired ghost-stalks, frozen where
they stand. Bunches of cold, brown,
dried keys hang on the ash and the
sycamore trees. But those won’t set
us free; the door is shut. 

That feeling of entrapment is
wonderfully caught in the great,
plaintive Advent prose, Rorate caeli:
“Drop down, ye heavens, from
above”. “Drop down dew”, say some
translations, correctly, but to my ear
the Latin words have always
sounded much more like Fiat
justitia, ruat caelum: not the dew-
dropping or soft-rain-dropping
heaven, but heavy, brooding, sullen,
December cloud, ready to tumble
down in torrents and ruins. The
dark, cold church that listens to
them cowers, as one, with the dark
outside. And the lines that follow
seem to confirm the mood: “Be not
wroth very sore, O Lord, /Neither
remember iniquity for ever.” Having
evoked the sky, the writer then
evokes the still, empty land: “thy
holy cities are a wilderness: Sion is a
wilderness, Jerusalem a desolation”.
As on that bend of the M40, only the
birds of prey sail silently over the
sleeping furrows and fields. “We all
do fade as a leaf: and our iniquities,
like the wind, have taken us away/
Thou hast hid thy face from us.”  

That hiding of light in the dark is
the essence of Advent. And perhaps
this year’s quintessential Advent
story is the appeal put out by St
Mary’s Church in Sheffield, which
hopes some local miners may still
know in what tomb or passage
underground its stained-glass
windows are hidden. They were
stowed somewhere under Yorkshire
during the Second World War, their
glowing pieces locked in wooden
crates deep down among coal-
bearing shale and rocks, and have
gone missing, like the light itself.

At this point in the season, the
light often seems unlikely ever to
reappear. Even on rare fine days the
sun shines darkly as it limps around
the horizon, hardly clearing the
trees. By three o’clock, on a football
pitch, the muddied players seem to
vanish into the muddy grass, with
only the dim ball still tracing
patterns between them. All created
things go into the mire and the murk
together. But then how sudden the
glory, when for a moment the clouds
– and our prison walls – break open
to show a sudden chasm of pale gold
and white-blazing fire. That’s what
we, and the birds, are waiting for.

‘ “Drop down ye 
heavens”: that hiding of
light in the darkness is
the essence of Advent’

ANN WROE
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