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The Nobel Prize and Modiano  

 

 

I. 

 

In the Eighties it was widely said that the Serbian poet Vasko Popa had only two moods and 

that these switched and appeared in line with a strict timetable. Popa was supposedly depressed 

for half a year and then for half a year he slowly approached a state of elation. The question of 

course arose: did he also achieve a state of extreme elation? And the answer: certainly not.  I 

have a feeling that he came within touching distance, always just before the fateful October day 

when the Swedish Academy, as it did every year, announced the recipient of the Nobel Prize 

for Literature. Then the light was extinguished for him and the gradual descent into darkness 

began. As a matter of fact, Popa was a kind of human equivalent of the changing of the seasons 

and their tendencies connected with the giving of light. A reflection of sorts. He was seen as a 

perennial candidate for the award, which however evaded him every year. For his wish to be 

realised, he was willing to play different roles. For instance: he was ready to declare himself to 

be a dissident, although he was about as much a dissident as was the Slovene communist 

ideologue Edvard Kardelj, although of course without the mysterious hunting accident that 

befell the inventor of the system of socialist self-management. Every year, Popa once again 

expected the final blessing of the wise men of the Swedish Academy, but the wise men of the 

Swedish Academy were unwilling to grant that blessing. Perhaps he was still not enough of a 

dissident and so the telephone rang in other homes. Including those of greater dissidents. 

 

There are of course fundamentally more cheerful peripeteia connected with this precisely 

defined October day: Joseph Brodsky received the news in London, Seamus Heaney on a Greek 

island (in both cases, I say this from memory) and Czesława Miłosza, I don’t know where. I 

mention this because Brodsky had the idea that all his poet friends would receive the Nobel 
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Prize: Miłosz, Heaney, Derek Walcott, Mark Strand and Les Murray. And it’s true that this 

came close to happening. Miłosz got it in 1981, Brodsky in 1987, Heaney and Walcott in the 

Nineties, when Brodsky was still alive, and perhaps that notion from the poetry of Adam 

Zagajewski, that Brodsky had an agent in every town and every port, was not so far-fetched. 

Strand was already dead, but Murray was still around and in the running, and Brodsky could 

still almost completely satisfy his wish. Although he would be looking at the whole thing from 

the other side, or to be more precise: from poet’s purgatory. 

 

But then the banquet for the poets and their circle of friends was over and Brodsky’s influence 

on the Academy’s decisions (or the influence of his agents) faded somewhat; clearly, signals 

coming from the other side are not strong enough. After his death, the Nobel Prize for Literature 

was given to only two more poets: Wisława Szymborska from Poland and Tomas Tranströmer 

from Sweden. In the case of Szymborska, Miłosz’s agents or at least his wife’s agents – he had 

transferred to her the responsibility – allegedly played a part, and when the Polish poetess 

received the award it automatically meant that Popa’s role from the Eighties was taken on by 

Zbigniew Herbert.  

 

The Swedes took a considerable risk with Tranströmer since he was on home ground, but the 

Johnson and Martinson case from 1974 did not recur. Tranströmer is an excellent poet, after all. 

Of course, all that I have written here could be fairy tales, myths, legends, fantasies or 

conspiracy theories, who knows. As for Nobel Prizes over the last twenty years, it is crystal 

clear: we are living in a time of prose and prose writers (with the odd playwright intruding now 

and again). The same applies to other “paraphernalia” that go with literature – readers’ attention, 

reviews, the attention of the advertising machinery, recommendations by Oprah’s Book Club, 

etc. The story is reflected almost to the last detail in the print runs of books according to 

individual literary genres.  

 

II. 

 

Exactly a week ago and almost exactly at the same time as I am writing this text, the story 

repeated itself. It was Thursday at the Frankfurt Book Fair and the journalists, like every year, 
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were trying to fill space online and on paper with speculation and rumours that various agents 

were bringing to them and disseminating. Of course, the fever had begun some days earlier, 

with articles about who was in the running and what the odds were. Bets in connection with the 

Nobel Prize are not as bizarre as bets on football, where it is possible even to bet on who will 

be the first to tie his left boot, hit an opposing player with his head or kick the ball over the 

stand into the car park; no, bets are within the bounds of normality, that is to say they are an 

exact copy of bets on the outcome of the Eurovision Song Contest. In this context, high and 

popular culture are completely identical. 

 

As every year, the same names were being bandied about and like every year, the same people 

were waiting for the fateful call – or were waiting for a message in some other form, appropriate 

to the time in which we live.  We could read: Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Haruki Murakami, although 

we live in a time of prose there was also the poet Adonis, perhaps as a sign that a bit of rotation 

is occasionally necessary, and Philip Roth, Joyce Carol Oates, Ismail Kadare, Peter Handke 

(regarding the memory of the sins of Borges and Pound, the chances of Handke getting the 

award are quite small), Milan Kundera and so on. 

  

But with the Swedish Academy, you never know. One of its members may come out with 

extremely stupid statements, such as that American literature is isolated and cut off from the 

rest of the world, that it is ignorant and does not take part in the great literary dialogue (it is 

more a problem of publishing than of literature itself), or that financial assistance to writers 

impoverishes literature, which is very similar to the anonymous online comments that 

constantly appear in Slovenia whenever the topic of writing is being discussed, but in the same 

breath adds something quite lucid and intelligent, such as that in the past there were literary 

peaks and valleys, today we see an archipelago where each island represents a genre – all  

without a hierarchy or centre; if that’s how it is, then we can certainly count on some interesting 

surprise.  

 

And a surprise really did happen, although the author whose name had already been discussed 

in public and who, when I looked, had enjoyed relatively short odds in the betting. Although 

evidently not in The Guardian, where he held a more modest place. But I hadn’t really paid any 
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attention to him, I’d completely overlooked him and in that context I now cite a clear and 

felicitous thought from the Airbeletrina website: “It’s lucky that we have the Nobel Prize, that 

each year a writer is presented to us who, in the flood of printed words, had been lost to our 

field of vision.” I could of course add something to this: who had never been in our field of 

vision (perhaps it is down to provincial narrow-mindedness). Although literature is my 

profession, I was hearing the name Patrick Modiano for the first time. What follows can of 

course be read as consolation or even an apology; I don’t think I was the only one, and I think 

that his name was being heard for the first time even by quite a number of local French 

specialists and French specialists in general (of course, those not from France), although I’m 

not completely sure about that, but I am sure that he had been read by few readers, including 

both French specialists and non-specialists (I am of course referring to readers in Slovenia). But 

it has also happened to me before that I didn’t know the Nobel Prize winner. In the majority of 

cases prose writers were involved and I dare to say that if the award was, by some chance, given 

to a poet, this would not happen. Or the likelihood of my simply shrugging when I heard the 

name of the laureate would be considerably less. Almost zero. But such surprises as this year’s, 

if of course it was a surprise, are very dear to me. Because I am naïve, they somehow strengthen 

my conviction that extreme notoriety is not the most important thing, that social profile does 

not always blend with art and that it is possible that, at least for a moment, some other 

“qualities” step into the foreground, such as good writing, for at the end of the day we are 

talking about the Nobel Prize for Literature, which should be above all else about that, about 

good writing. Although that adjective is questionable. I should have written excellent writing. 

But because Modiano is French, I also think that it is a form of and eloquent proof of bias 

towards the West, and that the chances of a little-known but excellent author from a small rather 

than a big culture getting the award are close to zero. (I am speaking, of course, of an author 

who was not a victim of dictatorship or the Holocaust.) Are almost non-existent. 

 

 

III. 

 

In front of the white door in Stockholm and some other doors or from some office, the following 

could be heard in connection with the work of this year’s Nobel winner: “Modiano’s writing is 
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very elegant, but reader-friendly.” (Which probably means that his books can be read without 

rolling your eyes. Which is certainly not bad. Evidently there are also places and cultures which, 

in contrast with Slovenia’s, do not equate quality with being difficult to understand. To 

paraphrase Miles Davis: if, of course, the incomprehensibility is exciting enough). “He writes 

small, short, very elegant sentences. Usually, he keeps returning again and again to the same 

themes, simply because those issues cannot be exhausted. In a way, he is a Proust of our time.” 

And then: “Modiano’s writing is the art of memory, with which he has evoked the most 

incomprehensible human fates and revealed the everyday life during the Occupation.” And: 

“The award is a recognition of a noteworthy oeuvre, which examines the subtlety of memory 

and the complexity of identity.” The author himself also gave a meaningful and determining 

statement when he said: “I had a mania for looking back, an always present feeling of something 

lost, not necessarily a paradise, but definitely lost.” 

 

Agreement or disagreement, acceptance or rejection of a certain literature, book or writing first 

begins at a formal level, but the substantive level is not negligible either. First we have to make 

our way through a love for form, or tools and language, to be more precise. Only then is it the 

turn of content. Sometimes, the sensibility of the reader as a person also has something to do 

with it, his or her place in the world, his or her world view; something in the sense of tell me 

what you read and I will tell you who you are, or vice versa, if I know who you are and what 

you are like, I can with considerable certainty determine the literature that you will or will not 

enjoy. During the reading of which you have that unmistakeable feeling that it has been written 

just for you, exclusively for you. 

 

After I quickly looked through all these statements and justifications that accompanied the 

award and its recipient and, of course, because I also have a mania of looking back and with it 

an ever-present feeling of something lost, I became curious. I decided to check whether the 

statements and justifications were true. 

 

 

IV. 
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Three of Modiano’s books have been translated into Slovene: the book of short, illustrated prose 

Catherine Certitude and two novels. I was particularly interested in the latter, Villa Triste, 

translated by Vital Klabus, published way back in 1981, and a much more recent novel, Rue 

des Boutiques Obscures (Missing Person), published in 2008, translated by Mojca 

Schlamberger Brezar. (I have reservations about the Slovene titles of both of these.) In the 

original language, the books are not so far apart. Villa Triste is from 1975, and Rou des 

Boutiques Obscures saw the light of day for the first time three years later. Considering the fact 

that Modiano was born in 1945, the two works can be categorised as from his younger days. 

Both could be described as short novels. (Length should also be reader-friendly. Evidently, by 

today’s standards, friendliness is measured by the fact that the reader can read a book quickly 

because it is thin. So that the book does not “tire” the reader in that sense, either.) And another 

significant fact: Rue… was garlanded with the Goncourt Prize. That is a prize where the amount 

is symbolic, but its reputation sells the books and brings money to its recipient. 

 

What are these two books like? In the English (and American) translation Rue… has the title 

Missing Person, which aims to quickly introduce readers in this language to the content. Which 

somehow exposes the content and is more transparent and less puzzling than the original title. 

The reader can immediately get an idea about what the text is offering. With regard to genre, 

the book is described as a mystery novel. This detour into another culture is not coincidental, 

since the book does have the effect of being from that genre. Guy Roland works in a detective 

agency and in the first chapter his partner and owner of the agency, C. M. Hutte, retires and 

moves to Nice. Guy, in this part of the book still bearing this name, begins a task that goes on 

until the end of the book; he starts looking for his own past, his own identity. Years earlier, he 

had lost his memory and, with it, the whole of his previous life. The search begins as 

speculation, without any real indices, such as a meeting with two barmen who had worked in 

the profession decades ago and who direct him to other people who could help him unravel the 

mystery and reveal his past. There follow various encounters and the story gradually builds up; 

Guy discovers his name and slowly assembles the mosaic of the life he lived before he lost his 

memory. But neither we nor Guy, who is actually called Pedro, get the true answer. The answer 

keeps evading us and the book ends with an open ending, summarised by the last sentence: 

“[…] and do not our lives dissolve into the evening as quickly as this childhood grief?” 
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Željko Ivanjek described this book in Jutranji list as a detection novel; however, it is not a crime 

story, since it only contains an outline and conventions, but there is also a crucial difference: a 

difference in restructuring. The author resemantizes the given model, similarly to Friedrich 

Dürrenmat and Peter Handke. If we were living in another time and were involved in the 

recognition of artistic styles, we would probably say that this is Post-Modernism. However, this 

resemantization, or perhaps parody, happens not only at the level of genre, Modiano is also 

slightly parodic with regard to the procedures of the author, into whose shoes we would like to 

fit him – Proust. In Missing Person there is a kind of a Proustian moment, but the story of the 

madeleine biscuit and tea is turned into a story about smoking, and the outcome is also 

completely different: there is no flood of memories, rising from the unknown, obscure bottom, 

instead we are left only with coughing. 

 

In terms of atmosphere (most meetings which intended to help the main character find his 

identity take place at night, in gloomy flats or smoke-filled bars), Missing Person resembles 

film noir. The revealing of Paris and its streets and quarters resembles Woody Allen’s 

relationship with New York, or even more precisely, Manhattan. Modiano’s sentences are 

actually very short, the vocabulary is not huge and there are not too many long elliptical 

sentences that stretch over entire pages, which can be found in Proust. Modiano’s style is 

ascetic, but very well thought-out. Exact.  

 

Most of the novel is taken up by short dialogues, which give the text the feel of a script, a 

dramatic effect. There are no coincidences, no scenes or things that remain hanging in the air. 

The writer returns to everything that he mentions, and everything he mentions has a function in 

the novel (a mention of a sailing boat, a phone number). Moreover, the novel is a combination 

of fact and fiction. This mixing and combining are clearly very dear to Modiano, since 

something similar, although to a lesser extent, can be found also in his first novel published in 

Slovene, Villa Triste, which involves no procedures like resemantization, restructuring and 

parody. 
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Villa Triste is about the last day in the life of Dr René Meinthe. The day, and particularly the 

evening and night, is “fragmented” in the story and creates a rough structure, a small fragment 

which is filled with or pierced by events that do not happen in the present (the mid-Seventies), 

but twelve years earlier, when the narrator met René in a holiday resort in Upper Savoy, where 

the narrator, using the false name of Victor Chmara (to which he also added the fake title of 

Count and a fake biography), took refuge because it was dangerous in Paris and because he 

might be conscripted (it was the time of the Algerian war). The resort gives the impression of 

a smaller and more cosmopolitan version of Davos in the Magic Mountain, but without any big 

themes and metaphysical dialogues.  Here, Victor becomes close not only with the doctor, but 

also with the twenty-year old Yvonne Jacquet. He falls in love with her. René and Yvonne are 

locals, but somehow do not belong in that environment. Both are mysterious. And through the 

story, their identity and past are revealed only in fragments. As is Victor’s identity. While this 

is happening, we encounter the procedure of demystification (Yvonne). The novel has a double 

ending, with René’s death in the present, the narrator reads about this news in Paris, and in the 

past, on the last page of the book, when the narrator, still as Count Chmara, leaves the resort. 

 

Above all, Villa Triste is a story about the past. About a world that has disappeared and about 

some people that inhabited it and of whom all traces have been lost or who have died. It reminds 

me of the glamorous and cosmopolitan French films that I watched as a child, featuring Brigitte 

Bardot and Catherine Deneuve. The brief, ascetic descriptions of the signs of Chmara’s being 

in love resemble the descriptions from Philip Roth’s early novel Goodbye, Columbus or a 

chapter from Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul with the same theme; they are heart-breaking and capable 

of bringing back some long-forgotten moments of life, when we were teenagers or around 

twenty and our world could still revolve around being in love. 

 

The reader has a feeling that Modiano is trying hard to bring back something or at least to 

precisely recall something that has already passed. Above all, he is trying to bring back the 

events, images and states when the narrator and his friends felt as if they were the kings of the 

day. And Modiano does this with a gentle perseverance. Proustian perseverance. The summer 

weeks at the resort, and even more the smaller units of time, are practically frozen and always 

connected with the desire for them never to end. All of this is summarised in detail in a sentence 
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from the part of the novel that describes the events in Villa Triste (that is what René called his 

house; and Modiano in connection of this observes that in the sonority of the word “triste” there 

is something soft and crystal; when you stepped over the threshold of this villa, you were 

overcome by a pure sorrow, a space of piece and silence): “I've never again known moments so 

full and so slow as those. Opium, it's said, can provide them. I doubt it.” The vocabulary used 

here, in comparison to Missing Person, is more extensive, the description more opulent, 

although the sentences do not come anywhere close to Proustian dimensions. In this novel, too, 

fact and fiction are mixed together (like a cinema programme). 

 

My labels for Modiano’s writing that I repeated at the beginning are undoubtedly true, 

particularly the ones that present him as an author examining the subtlety of memory and 

complexity of identity. However: can I place Modiano’s writing (I have read only two of his 

novels, but they are supposed to be representative of his writing) alongside the writing of other 

authors, who also found themselves in the betting odds? Are his novels better – perhaps the 

expression is not a good one – have his novels touched me, brought me to that trembling desire 

for the writing never to end, as did, for example, the novels by his “competitors”: Haruki 

Murakami’s Norwegian Wood, Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, Philip Roth’s The 

Human Stain, Don DeLillo’s White Noise, Salman Rushdie’s Midnight Children, Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road; and other books I have read recently and the writers of which can no 

longer compete for the Nobel Prize because they are dead – Vasily Grossmann’s Life and Fate, 

Joseph Roth’s Radetzky March or Roberto Bolaño's heavy tome 2666? The answer is: no. 

Although not a firm no, but still – it is a no. Modiano is an excellent writer, but his books (two 

books, so there is still the possibility of objection and surprise) are not the kind that would have 

an effect on me like the titles from the “reading canon”, listed above from memory. 

 

 

V. 

 

Who today plays the role of Vasko Popa and whose mood adjusts to the light offered by the 

seasons? Will there ever again be time for poets’ banquets, when agents in ports and cities are 

active again? What will happen with American literature and what do we do with writers from 



 

Sample translation: Uroš Zupan,Archaeology of the Present 

Africa? Who will succeed Patrick White? Is the pool of authors presented as victims of 

Communism already exhausted? Will the female quota continue to get higher? Will betting 

shops ever confirm their credibility and the Nobel Prize be given to the person with the shortest 

odds? Will the Academy, to everyone’s surprise (although surprises happen every year) dig up 

a writer from a smaller culture? We will see all this in just under a year, when in some rooms 

phones will ring whilst in others an ominous silence will crawl. 

 

 

Post Scriptum 

 

From all the texts in this book, the one above remains the most frozen in time, in 2014. Which 

was when I wrote it. The world is changing very quickly and, of course, the world of literature 

is also changing. Quite a few aspects of this essay are out of date. After receiving the Nobel 

Prize, quite a few of Modiano’s works were translated into Slovene. I read two more of them: 

In the Café of Lost Youth and Paris Nocturne. Both are good. In terms of their atmosphere and 

language, they are similar to the books mentioned in the essay. They are, and that is not 

unimportant, notably Modianoesque. At roughly the same time as I continued to explore 

Modiano’s writing, I also read Michel Tournier’s The Erl-King, which was published in 

Slovenia in the Nineties, in the collection XX Century. Tournier’s novel, at least in terms of my 

literary taste, belongs among the books I listed in my essay, the books that bring me to a 

trembling desire for them to never end. So, if it was necessary to give the Nobel Prize to a 

French author, I would have given it to Tournier.  

 

Brodsky’s plan for the award to be given to his poet friends has stayed at the same number of 

recipients and will remain so. The Australian poet Les Murray has died. As has the “eternal” 

American candidate Philip Roth. The Swedish Academy continued to surprise over the last six 

years. One way or another. Sometimes with a scandal and sometimes with the choice of prize 

recipients.  

 

Because of the scandal in 2018, the prize was not awarded. But in 2019, we had a female and 

male recipient. One of them, of course, was for the year when it was not awarded. It was given 
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to Olga Tokarczuk, which perhaps places my “idea” about big and small cultures (literatures) 

on shaky ground. But Polish literature, in spite of Czesław Miłosz’s saying that it comes from 

a blind spot on the map of literature (perhaps when he wrote this he was right) does not hold 

water. Polish literature belongs among the great literatures. Even in terms of the number of 

Nobel Prizes. The biggest surprise, of course, was the Nobel Prize given to Bob Dylan (more 

about this in the next essay), as well as the one given to Peter Handke (the predominant belief 

was that he could never get it because of his political “faux pas”). But the Swedish Academy is 

funny, slightly “unhinged”, not substantially cleverer than any other academy from any other 

country and we can always await its decision with interest. 

 

It’s Not Dark Yet 

For Fabjan Hafner 

 

 

Now you are telling me  

You are not nostalgic 

Then give me another word for it 

You who are so good with words 

Joan Baez: Diamonds and Rust 

 

 

I. 

 

Decades ago, in another incarnation, when I started seriously listening to music and reading 

about it, Bob Dylan was considered an indisputable authority among songwriters, a flagbearer, 

almost a sacred cow. This in itself was very interesting, mainly because of all the uneasiness in 

connection with the reception of texts in English in general (our understanding in most cases 

was partial, since we only listened to the songs rather than reading them, which means that they 

were at the mercy of our imagination and imperfect knowledge of English), and Dylan’s songs 

in particular, and rather than about the quality of these texts, it said a lot more about what is in 

the world of art a relatively well-known and common phenomenon: a kind of a straining and 
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filtering through myth. In understanding Dylan there was always something else, something 

that occasionally changed and obscured our image of him: there was the Bob Dylan myth. The 

iconic status of a person who was an eternal enigma, for he wore different masks and disguises, 

and threw smoke bombs, wiping the traces behind him as he went along and, together with The 

Beatles and Kraftwerk, had the strongest influence on popular music. However, this shaping 

and influence spread and spilled over the strictly drawn and prescribed borders of music and 

the music industry, over the fact that Dylan, to put it slightly anecdotally, was the first to wear 

sunglasses at night; they were able to animate and excite the masses. Change their way of 

thinking. Their view of the world. Their life decisions. 

 

I began to listen to Dylan in the late Seventies, at the time when quite a few hippies (Johnny 

Lydon, Joe Strummer) had already converted to punk, locally this could also be said of the 

group Laibach, whose members, however, were not hippies but freaks. The first Dylan record 

I had was Street Legal. I half liked it. The second was Desire, which literally floored me and 

has remained almost my favourite Dylan record. Around that time, we watched him, together 

with a whole gallery of our heroes, in Scorsese’s The Last Waltz, and among my friends and 

acquaintances there were quite a few who saw every available screening of the film at the Dom 

svobode II cinema. For a few days, they were in artificial darkness from five in the afternoon 

until late at night when nearly all the bars were closed. This was a difficult trial and a great 

sacrifice for the local drinkers and their drinking habits. They tried to etch into their memory 

every detail they saw on the screen. In doing this, they had an unmistakable feeling that an 

almost mythological, dream world that earlier it had been possible to imagine only with extreme 

application of imagination, had finally arrived in our socialist paradise, in our narrow valley.  

 

They would sit in the dark, memorising every expression on the faces of those that stood in 

front of the microphones, their every movement, so that later they could tell themselves (as if 

only this could make them believe that they really had seen the film and that everything had 

really happened) and others how Eric Clapton’s guitar strap had come undone during his solo, 

how Neil Young had snot, dusted with cocaine, hanging from his nose and how he grabbed Joni 

Mitchell’s arse during one of their joint scenes, when they shared a microphone and the vocal 

parts of the songs … But this last observation was more the fruit of imagination or hallucination, 
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brought on by a drink brewed from hops. But most of all in the film they liked Bob Dylan and 

his white hat. In short – the myth. 

 

 

 

II. 

 

However, Dylan was never really “mine”. I did not possess that passionate devotion to and 

belief in his music and mythology to occupy the part of my brain reserved for daydreaming. 

Well, Desire did return there and stayed. In contrast to my friends to whom Dylan represented 

the centre itself – the navel of the world – it was Neil Young who was more important to me, 

however absurd the comparison. Clearly, these polarisations in music existed on other levels as 

well, not only on the basic one: The Beatles versus The Rolling Stones. And in contrast with 

my friends with connections abroad (usually, smuggling vinyl goods took place via emigrant 

workers), who possessed the canonical Dylan records, I only had the two mentioned above and 

the triple album sound-track of the film The Last Waltz. Rather than to Dylan, I preferred 

listening to covers of his songs and many of them were and remained my all-time favourite 

songs: Hendrix’s treatment of All Along the Watchtower – the best rock piece of all time, where 

James Marshall Hendrix, with his fingers like octopus tentacles, slaps a horizontal eight on him 

and transports him straight to eternity, the jingle-jangling of The Byrds and at the same time a 

way of resisting Aristotle, leave out half the lyrics and not destroy the song in Mr. Tambourine 

Man, and Richie Havens, who with his dark, gentle voice sings Just Like a Woman … And then 

came the late Seventies and early Eighties and Dylan converted to Christianity.  

 

With rare exceptions, such as Paul Simon’s Graceland, Cohen’s I’m Your Man, Roxy Music’s 

Avalon, Springsteen’s Nebraska and Born in the U.S.A. and a little also Van Morrison’s Avalon 

Sunset, the Eighties were rather bad for our early-teenage heroes in terms of reaching peaks and 

receiving gold plating. Perhaps the blame did not lie on one side only, i.e. theirs (they were 

looking for support in a new era, a different sound, they entered their thirties and according to 

Dylan, people over thirty can no longer be believed), but on both sides, i.e. also on ours (we 

evaluated them with out of date criteria and expected them to stay in the old times, without 
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adjusting to the new present). We turned to new bands and a new sound. We sought different 

support in the increasingly synthetic world surrounding us, and sometimes even managed to 

find it. Of course, this support was rooted in the tradition in which we had been formed and 

from which we grew up. Most often this tradition was called psychedelic rock. And Dylan was 

no exception here. He fared no better than the other “dinosaurs”, who were still recording and 

had not fallen apart yet or went even further and turned into apparitions. The time gap between 

his excellent records from the Seventies (Blood on the Tracks, Desire, etc.) and his return to the 

standards those records had set for themselves and for music in general was twenty years long, 

lasting until 1997, when Time out of Mind was released. Well, in the Eighties Dylan also created 

a few pure gems, Most of the Time, Every Grain of Sand, Blind Willie McTell, etc., proving that 

he was still on good terms with the Muse, but their contact was not as frequent and long-lasting 

enough for them to fill the whole albums. 

 

 

III. 

 

I began discovering and systematically listening to Dylan in earnest when I had long ago 

crossed the line when a person should no longer be believed. Things did not go quite in the 

direction I had found and identified with after reading Andrej Tomić’s column, where he says 

that for him the initiation spark with Dylan came while listening to Time out of Mind, 

particularly the last song from the album: the epic Highlands, rising from blues and spacious 

sound, which was given a very distinguishing mark by Daniel Lanois. But things were quite 

close to Tomić’s story and in an imaginary biography I could say that Not Dark Yet happened 

to me (I can identify completely with this only today, I could not do it then), and after that 

things happened in a retrograde way and kept returning to the beginning from the end, from the 

canonical songs, which in some other life my friends had had on their record shelves for ages: 

The Freewheelin' Bob Dylan, Bringing It All Back Home, Highway 61 Revisited, Blonde on 

Blonde, Nashville Skyline, Blood on the Tracks, and so on. 

 

Every “culturally aware household” that cares about its reputation must have on its shelves, in 

addition to War and Peace, The Red and the Black, The Stranger, The Process, The Human 
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Stain, Prišleki by Lojze Kovačič, The Alexandria Quartet, The Magic Mountain, One Hundred 

Years of Solitude and other wonderful tomes, also the canonical works from the world of 

popular music, such as the above-mentioned Dylan albums. And our household did possess 

them. Still does. On various sound media. However, my intention is not to write about the 

musical transformations through which Dylan went, it is to write something about his lyrics, 

texts and poetry. 

 

In the general idea of poetry, it is that literary genre which does not have any “less worthy” sub-

genres, such as prose has, embodied by the so-called “genre literature”, even though its highest 

peaks and summits (Stanisław Lem, Philip K. Dick, the Strugatsky brothers, Raymond 

Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, etc.) can easily be mentioned in the same breath as high literature. 

The only “less worthy” or trivial sub-genre that poetry allegedly possesses is popular song. But 

there is also a different approach, in which the pop song embodies a nearly perfect form of 

poetry. The German poet Rolf Dieter Brinkmann thinks in this direction in the introduction to 

his poetry collection: “When at five in the morning, in some ugly apartment in Austin, I was 

kneeling on my full suitcase, trying to close it, I heard a song on the radio, which I liked from 

the very beginning. I place that song, as I transcribed it from the record, as the first, for I still 

like it and I think that it is a suitable quote to accompany my poems […] I would like to write 

a lot of my poems as simply as songs are written. Unfortunately, I don’t know how to play the 

guitar, I only know how to write on a typewriter, and even that not smoothly, but with only two 

fingers. Perhaps I sometimes managed to write my poems simply enough, like pop songs, like 

when you open a door out of the language and learning.” 

 

Of course, Dylan’s lyrics are far from pop songs and the part about simplicity and opening 

doors out of the language only partly applies to his writing, since some of his lyrics are a 

conglomerate of associations and occasionally lean on what we call poetry, created in language, 

a song as a language machine, which is of course a modernistic invention, but nonetheless songs 

preserve transparency and clarity, a message if you like, since all this is woven into their very 

essence: they are intended for listening and momentary reaction, rather than being read at 

midnight by the light of a flickering lightbulb. When Dylan came on the scene, American poetry 

was not a landscape where nothing was happening and everything else was static and dozing, 
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as I read somewhere. At that time, or perhaps a little earlier, but the original meaning was still 

glowing, throwing a light around and spreading warmth, American poetry was at its most vital 

and was the most interesting in the world. Three of the great modernist foursome of poets –  

Eliot, Pound, Stevens and Williams – were still alive, as were Robert Frost and Marianne 

Moore, then there were the notorious Beatniks, the New York school of poetry, the poets 

connected with the Black Mountain college, confessional poetry, poets who combined their 

American experience with surrealism (Strand, Tate, Simic) and were at the time very lively and 

wrote their best books in the Sixties, as well as Elizabeth Bishop and so on.  

 

Like all good poetry, Dylan’s lyrics grew from Eliot’s famous premise that a poet is a 

combination of tradition and individual talent. When we read My Life in a Stolen Minute, the 

text from the programme for his concert at the New York Town Hall, even if we are not familiar 

with the video for Subterranean Homesick Blues or the photographs from Jack Kerouac’s 

graveside, where Dylan and Ginsberg are sitting improvising, we can immediately notice clear 

traces of Beatnik poetry and the lyrics can be read as poetry; a long Whitman-style verse, 

geography like in a Kerouac novel … But these texts were written and printed, not intended to 

be merely sung accompanied by the guitar, which is what Dylan did at the start of his career. 

He played for an audience that listened to folk music, and that audience saw contemporary rock-

and-roll as a lower form of art since at the lyrics level it could not be compared to the skilful 

versification of folk music, particularly Dylan and his texts Blowin' in the Wind, Masters of 

War, A Hard Rain's A-Gonna Fall and so on, that were transferred from his own time to a 

universal time and experience. When Dylan went electric in 1965 and in so doing returned to 

his roots, he transferred this skill with verse from folk to rock-and-roll and made it smarter, 

added brains to it at the lyrical level. As Bob Stanley wittily put it: Dylan became a combination 

of Elvis and Nostradamus. 

 

Searching Dylan’s lyrics for the component that T. S. Eliot called tradition is a rather laborious, 

not to say almost impossible task. They are replete with literary references, and there are quite 

a few parts and fragments, which occasionally hint at some other poet. But these echoes are 

only momentary. They appear and disappear. In this search, Dylan’s own confirmations and 

denials are also rather unreliable, since he has always been enigmatic, erasing his traces as he 
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went along and deliberately misleading. But with this conglomerate of influences – with the 

Holy Bible in first place, followed by a motley crew, such as Dylan Thomas, whose name 

became Zimmerman’s surname, Rimbaud, Whitman, Blake, Eliot, Pound, the English 

Romantics, the Beatniks, Auden, Melville, the Russian novelists, Chekhov and a considerable 

proportion of the history of literature and philosophy – and there happened the magic that 

usually happens with great poetry. The individual voice of the poet is formed as a kind of a 

stew, a combination of different voices, fused in a completely unique and original way so that 

these various voices become shaded, entering the chiaroscura darkness, become submerged, 

transform themselves and lie low so that in the end that fundamental ingredient is added like 

salt or another key spice – the poet’s personal sensibility. We are suddenly faced with something 

we have never tasted before. Or in our case, heard or read. 

 

IV. 

 

In terms of their form, Dylan’s songs are rather traditional. They are often written in four, six 

or eight line stanzas, and they usually rhyme. Most frequently, with rhyming couplets or 

alternate rhyme scheme. Stanzas end in a refrain, which functions as an underlining, or maybe 

a summary. The lyrics are sometimes completely transparent and clear, firmly rooted in their 

message, other times they are like dream sequences, stream of consciousness, and often have 

dotted around their body and course exceptional and astonishing images, such as: “the ghost of 

electricity howls in the bones of her face” in Visions of Johanna. Sometimes, the songs have a 

verse structure, but an epic nature prevails since their intention is to tell a story in a similar way 

to Chekhov’s narration in his short prose. An example of this is the famous Hurricane. 

 

The range of themes is very wide: social engagement, love in different states and combinations, 

religion, fundamental existential issues, dreams, etc. But these lyrics should always be read in 

full, rather than extracting from them certain “anthological” or “prominent lines”, which 

supposedly summarises a fundamental human experience and translates it into eternal wisdom, 

as I read in a text published in NME. Songs are organisms, bodies, machines. They have a 

dramaturgy, a course. And tearing out their so-called essentials from the whole is akin to cutting 
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a painting into fragments or a film into individual sequences. The recipient is not rewarded with 

this, but robbed of the wholeness of the artistic experience. 

 

Dylan’s poetry was translated into Slovene by Matej Krajnc and published in the book Ni še 

mrak (Not Dark Yet). The translations are good, some outright excellent, there are no disturbing 

elements in them to confirm Robert Frost’s statement that poetry is what gets lost in translation. 

But with some poems, it occasionally happens that they are hindered by the Slovene tradition 

of poetry translation, which is directed at preserving the formal principles (in our case various 

rhymes) at the expense of the substance. This kind of translation turns into “re-poetising”, which 

is quite okay, but by persistently seeking for a contact and harmony in final sounds, i.e. rhyme, 

it becomes an interpretation of the original and the basic meaning of the lines. Of their 

substance. The shades of meaning are then lost and the sound or tone and certainly the poem’s 

language, willingly or not, become more archaic; the poetic idiom becomes older. The reader 

gets a feeling that these are poems written in an outdated language. That these poems belong to 

an older, remote time. If you read Dylan in the original, you do not get this feeling. At the same 

time, we must add that Dylan is extremely difficult to translate. Because of the rhymes, the 

economy of language and because of ostensive simplicity. 

 

If I were to be asked at this moment which is my favourite Dylan album, I would say Blood on 

the Tracks, only then followed by my teenage fascination with Desire. If you asked me in two 

weeks, I would maybe say Highway 61 Revisited or Blonde on Blonde or I would say Time Out 

of Mind, not only so that I could invert that iron rule that says that the best works in popular 

music are usually the early ones and that popular music strictly follows the rules of modern 

poetry since the history of both is evidently the history of exaggeration; drawing a mysterious 

sign in the sky and then crashing on the rocks. 

 

And if I were asked about an individual song, I would say: 

 

Not Dark Yet 

 

Shadows are falling and I’ve been here all day 
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It’s too hot to sleep, time is running away 

Feel like my soul has turned into steel 

I’ve still got the scars that the sun didn’t heal 

There’s not even room enough to be anywhere 

It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there 

 

Well, my sense of humanity has gone down the drain 

Behind every beautiful thing there’s been some kind of pain 

She wrote me a letter and she wrote it so kind 

She put down in writing what was in her mind 

I just don’t see why I should even care 

It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there 

 

Well, I’ve been to London and I’ve been to gay Paree 

I’ve followed the river and I got to the sea 

I’ve been down on the bottom of a world full of lies 

I ain’t looking for nothing in anyone’s eyes 

Sometimes my burden seems more than I can bear 

It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there 

 

I was born here and I’ll die here against my will 

I know it looks like I’m moving, but I’m standing still 

Every nerve in my body is so vacant and numb 

I can’t even remember what it was I came here to get away from 

Don’t even hear a murmur of a prayer 

It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there 

 

 

In his essays, with the calm steps of an independent and solitary walker, Uroš Zupan entices 

us to reflect on books and, above all, to read. Almost unwillingly, since this excellent poet and 

essayist is “merely” sharing his thoughts with us, he follows his reading passions and paths. 

With refined and measured movements he outlines the masters of the written word, Tomaž 
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Šalamun, Aleš Debeljak, Marko Švabić, etc., shares many an anecdote, while in the 

background the melodies resound that marked the various decades of our existence. Zupan 

keeps proving that he knows how to show the soft light of the past and to subtly listen to life, 

be it that realistic, real life or the one caught between the covers of a book. A must read for all 

book lovers and everyone who remembers with nostalgia having once been one. 


