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Writing, Blocked 
by natasha laskY ’19

I ’ve alwaYs said  that if you want 
to take every class at Harvard, work 
at the Writing Center. Think of it as 
scholarship meets improv: you’re sit-

ting in a closet of an office, alone, until ran-
dom undergraduates in classes you’ve nev-
er even heard of show up with papers they 
want you to fix, and you have to learn as 
much about the subject as quickly as pos-
sible in order to properly advise them. The 
first year I worked there, I saw an over-
whelming number of freshmen scrambling 
through Expos 20—the mandatory first-
year academic-writing class—but I also 
counseled chemists on their lab reports, 
helped design outlines for stressed seniors 
polishing their theses, and even guided par-
ticularly ambitious undergrads through 
their law-school applications. 

I worked a 9 a.m. shift, and because early 
appointments are like pesticide to perenni-
ally sleep-deprived undergraduates, those 
who signed up for my hour tended to be 
miffed, frazzled—this was their last resort.

So when a girl walked into my office, 
puffy-eyed and scowling, I initially thought 
nothing of it. She entered smoothing her 

stained white T-shirt and running shorts, 
only to slam her backpack down on the 
ground and collapse into the gray office 
chair across from me.

I asked her what she wanted to work on, 
and she sighed. “My Expos paper, I guess,” she 
told me, tightening her ponytail. “To tell you 
the truth, I already know what I need to work 
on, but my preceptor told me I had to come.” 

Each time I asked her to explain an as-
pect of her paper, she would snap back with 
a reason why it was my fault I didn’t un-
derstand it. After about 40 minutes of this 
back-and-forth, she leaned back in her chair 
and crossed her arms, snidely mumbling, 
“It’s weird to me that you’re not getting 
this, ’cause it seems pretty obvious to me.”

Was she right? Was I too stupid for this 
job? I looked down at my feet and tried to 
think of what to tell her.

“OK, maybe you’re right, and it does make 
perfect sense and I just don’t get it,” I said, 
finally. “And it’s not like you have to change 
anything if you don’t want to. But I don’t re-
ally know what you want me to say, ’cause if 
I didn’t give you honest criticism, I wouldn’t 
be doing my job.”

ing back almost to the beginning. In songs 
like “If You See Her, Say Hello,” from Blood 
on the Tracks, an album recorded in 1975 as 
Dylan’s marriage was beginning to break 
up, Thomas hears the lyric poet Catullus, 
whose pungent verses on the pain of lost 
love and the tumult of modernity are some 
of the best, he says, in literature—sharp and 
electrifying and revolutionary. Shimmering 
behind 1978’s “Changing of the Guards,” a 
song whose overt imagery is Christian, lies 
a deeper resonance—traceable in an earlier 
draft—that points Thomas to Virgil again, 
this time the poet’s messianic Eclogue 4, 
which describes a boy who will become a 
god and rule the world. 

Dylan’s more audacious borrowing—
some have called it stealing, a charge Thom-
as answers with a cheerful-but-firm expla-
nation of creative theft in art and T.S. Eliot’s 
famous passage about good poets—began 
much later, likely with Love and Theft or 1997’s 
Time Out of Mind. That’s when Dylan started 
embedding whole lines and phrases from 
other works into his own lyrics, “activat-
ing” and transforming them, Thomas says. 
His book maps out the correspondences 
between Dylan’s 2006 album Modern Times 
and Ovid’s poems of exile, in Tristia and the 
Black Sea Letters. In the album Tempest a few 
years later, Thomas writes, Dylan channels 
Odysseus, soaking up lines and images from 
Homer’s great epic, cloaking himself in the 
character of the hero. “I’ll strip you of life, 
strip you of breath, ship you down to the 
house of death,” Dylan sings in a version of 
“Early Roman Kings,” nearly word for word 
from book nine of the Odyssey. 

A disarmingly personal early chapter of 
Why Bob Dylan Matters chronicles the trip—a 
pilgrimage, really—that Thomas and several 
other Dylanologists took in 2007 to the sing-
er’s hometown: Hibbing, Minnesota. They 
visited his childhood home and the high-
school auditorium where his band belted 
out Little Richard; they listened to a talk by 
Dylan’s charismatic former English teacher. 
Thomas, as the classicist in the group, was 
looking for something else, too: traces of 
Dylan’s early interest in ancient Rome and 
Greece, “our shared bond.” He finds it in a 
yearbook and later a school newspaper col-
umn on 15-year-old Dylan’s Latin Club ex-
perience; and in the movie theater down the 
street, once owned by Dylan’s uncle, where 
the young singer must surely have seen 
some of the same 1950s films that exposed 
Thomas to antiquity as a boy: Julius Caesar, 

Jupiter’s Darling, Helen of Troy, Alexander the 
Great, Spartacus. “Whatever we think we 
are doing on such journeys,” Thomas 
writes, “what moves us is the sense of 
being at the wellspring of artistic cre-
ation, where creative genius began to 
form the art that would become cen-
tral to our own lives and imaginations.” 

Listening to Thomas talk about 
Dylan and his place in the firmament of 
classical literature, it becomes clear that this 
scholarship is not a sidelight to his work on 
Virgil and Horace and Homer but an inte-
gral part of it. One reason he sees so many 
threads between Dylan and the ancient po-

ets is because he considers Dylan to be one 
of them, an artist writing classic texts that 
outlast his own time. “It’s the same river,” 
Thomas says. “Just a different stage of it.”
 vlYdialYle gibson 

Dylan performing in England in 2012. 
Age has added “compelling” edges 
and layers of meaning to the singer’s 
voice, Thomas says.
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We sat in silence for a moment. When I 
looked back up at her, I saw a tear spilling 
down her cheek. She brushed it away with 
the back of her hand. “I’m so sorry,” she said, 
and cleared her throat. “It’s just that I don’t 
know if I can fix this paper. I have so much 
else to do.” 

I reassured her that her essay didn’t need 
as much work as she thought it did, and 
she looked at me blankly; this sort of well-
intentioned banality was clearly something 
she had already heard. But before I could 
say anything more, the hour was up. She 
had to go to class. She blinked off another 
tear, gave me an obligatory “Thanks,” and 
left the office. 

As after  every conference, I started fill-
ing out a report to explain how it went, but 
found myself merely looking at the screen. 
The typical questions—“Did the student 
feel ready to revise his or her paper?”—
suddenly felt alien. It seemed as though I 
hadn’t helped her do anything, 
let alone word her thesis more 
precisely or delete excess 
adverbs.

The next time we had an 
all-tutor meeting, I asked my 
peers what to do when stu-
dents come in, ostensibly to 
talk about their papers, only 
for both parties to realize that 
their problems have little to 
do with writing. I was sur-
prised at how many of us had 
similar stories. As we picked 
at piles of popcorn on our 
paper napkins, we listened 
to each other describe expe-
riences with students who 
lashed out at simple criti-
cism, or went to the bath-
room to cry, or simply refused 
to speak, too afraid of failing 
to say anything at all. 

The head of the center, a 
preceptor in the Expos pro-
gram, told us that if we’re 
worried about a student who 
comes in, we should report it 
to her. But when it came to the 
question of how we should 
treat our crying tutees in-
conference, people were more 
equivocal. “Don’t worry too 
much about it,” said one tu-
tor. “It’s just part of the job.” 

Across the table, another shook her head. “I 
mean, I’m not saying we shouldn’t be nice to 
people when they’re crying, but, at the end 
of the day, we’re writing tutors. We should 
leave therapy to the people who are trained 
to do it.” 

If I could have sent my weeping tutee to 
another counseling service, the most obvious 
choice would have been the Bureau of Study 
Counsel (BSC), which targets academic is-
sues specifically. Much of the advice offered 
on its website is pragmatic and good-natured, 
centering around easily implemented tips like 
making to-do lists and keeping a calendar. 
Elsewhere, the tone shifts. For example, the 
BSC counsels undergraduates having prob-
lems with their theses this way: “In an inti-
mate relationship of any depth and duration, 
there is bound to be some disappointment 
and conflict. Those do not necessarily indi-
cate that the relationship must end; some-
times working through a conflict or misun-
derstanding can lead to greater intimacy.”

CertainlY  there is something ridiculous 
about the prospect of seeking greater inti-
macy with a paper. But academic work is 
personal. I find that my friends’ emotional 
issues often manifest most acutely in mo-
ments of academic stress. One was gripped 
with such intense test anxiety that he 
couldn’t eat or sleep for days before he took 
his exams; another realized she wanted to 
take the semester off when she found herself 
paralyzed, unable to finish the final paper 
for her concentration.

One could call these mental-health in-
stead of academic issues, but I wonder if 
this semantic distinction actually helps 
anyone. Allocating people’s issues to strict 
categories, pulling apart their “academic” 
and “mental health” problems as if they 
were Lego bricks stuck together, might be 
counterproductive. Embarrassing as it is 
to admit, I have cried about my papers so 
many times it’s impossible to count. When 
it’s 3 a.m. and I’m weeping over the fact that 

I still have four more para-
graphs to write, I don’t know 
if it matters what I call my 
problems—I just want to be 
listened to.

Perhaps this is where the 
Writing Center comes in. 
There’s no prescribed rela-
tionship between tutors and 
the people we work with; 
we’re students and teachers 
and peer counselors simulta-
neously. In this way, we can 
mold ourselves to help stu-
dents in whatever way they 
need, whether they’re strug-
gling with the personal im-
plications of what they’re 
writing about, cracking un-
der the pressure of perfec-
tionism, or wondering why 
they write papers at all. Not 
every writing center confer-
ence is so fraught. But even 
in conferences that deal with 
theses and topic sentences, 
I find myself spending less 
time with the paper itself 
than with the person who 
wrote it. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Under-
graduate Fellow Natasha Lasky 
’19 is still working at the Writing 
Center. 

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  G u i d o  S c a r a b o t t o l o Harvard Magazin e      37

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746


