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‘As lively as it is insightful, Bob Dylan as Filmmaker: No Time to Think is a sunbeam-lit account of Bob Dylan as filmmaker—informed, thoroughgoing, prodigiously researched, ingeniously creative, and serious as pericarditis. A totally engrossing read.’


Eric Lott, author of Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class


‘In Bob Dylan as Filmmaker: No Time to Think, director Michael Glover Smith explores Dylan’s cinematic side, arguing it’s every bit as groundbreaking as his music. From Eat the Document to A Complete Unknown, Smith connects the dots between Dylan’s films, lyrics, and visual art with sharp insight and rare material from the Bob Dylan Center® archives. Smart, passionate, and full of surprises—this is Dylan through a whole new lens. And this book works so well I think even the man himself will enjoy it!’


Marc Percansky, co-author of Bob Dylan in Minnesota: Troubadour Tales from Duluth, Hibbing and Dinkytown


‘Michael Glover Smith’s Bob Dylan as Filmmaker is the most compelling reconsideration of Bob Dylan’s work as a filmmaker written to date. Building on previous analyses of Dylan’s films, Smith combines his own experiences as a filmmaker with his extensive research and deft analysis of Dylan’s films to prove how Dylan’s process is similar regardless of the genre he creates in – grounded in tradition, innovative, and true to his artistic vision. In this way, Smith successfully challenges the paradigm that Dylan failed as a filmmaker by methodically chronicling the films that influenced Dylan and how those films shaped the movies Dylan made. Smith’s approach positions Dylan as an artist working in the medium of film rather than, as he has been previously understood, a musician making movies. Bob Dylan as Filmmaker: No Time to Think advances the conversation of Dylan as an holistic artist and is an essential addition to anyone’s Dylan library.’


Erin C. Callahan, author of The Politics and Power of Bob Dylan’s Live Performances


‘Despite the vast literature on Bob Dylan, his work as a filmmaker remains critically underexplored. Michael Glover Smith, himself an innovative and thought-provoking filmmaker, remedies this gap with a perceptive and rigorously informed study of Dylan’s cinematic output…Insightful, unique, and long overdue, this book is an essential addition to Dylan studies.’


Andrew Muir, author of The True Performing of It: Bob Dylan and William Shakespeare


‘This is an excellent read that shines a light on an underappreciated aspect of Bob Dylan’s creativity, which reflectively also illuminates the rest of his work.’


Laura Tenschert, host of the Definitely Dylan podcast


‘I didn’t ask to be dubbed the ‘Dean of Dylanologists’—it was the unintended byproduct of my deep, intense study of the work of Bob Dylan. I’ve long told anyone who will listen that Dylan’s films and interest in film are essential to gaining a better understanding of his art. In an era of performative hot takes, I recognize a kindred spirit in Michael Glover Smith. Bob Dylan as Filmmaker reflects that rare combination of the director’s eye and the curator’s exactitude (the appendices are stupendous). Bob Dylan is already studied like Shakespeare and Smith’s book is a foundational text on Dylan and cinema.’


Scott Warmuth, writer and disc jockey


‘I can’t wait for everyone else to read this brilliant, insightful, engaging, and fascinating book.’


Matthew Ingate, author of Together Through Life: My Never Ending Tour with Bob Dylan


‘From the influence of everyone from John Ford to Rainer Werner Fassbinder to his own fascinating forays into filmmaking, Bob Dylan’s deep and abiding love of cinema is a fascinating prism through which to contemplate his kaleidoscopic career. In his wonderful new overview Bob Dylan As Filmmaker: No Time To Think, Michael Glover Smith takes us on an immersive journey through the duality between Dylan’s music and the screen imagery that clearly preoccupies so much of his mind. A delightful and rigorous read, and a crucial contribution to the canon of Dylan literature.’


Elizabeth Nelson, singer-songwriter for garage-punk band the Paranoid Style, and a regular contributor to the Ringer, the New York Times Magazine, and Pitchfork, among others


‘Even among fans, Bob Dylan’s work as a filmmaker is easy to mock or ignore. In Bob Dylan as Filmmaker: No Time To Think, Michael Glover Smith persuasively defends Dylan’s artistic vision (if not always his acting). Through meticulous analysis augmented by his own original research in the Dylan archives, Smith explains what the movies mean and what other films Dylan drew inspiration from. I’ll give it the highest praise possible: It made me want to watch Renaldo and Clara again.’


Ray Padgett, author of Pledging My Time: Conversations with Bob Dylan Band Members
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Introduction


About This Book
(What It’s About)




“I think America has produced the greatest films ever. No other country has ever come close. The great movies that came out of America in the studio system, which a lot of people say is the slavery system, were heroic and visionary, and inspired people in a way that no other country has done. If film is the ultimate art form, then you’ll need to look no further than those films. Art has the ability to transform people’s lives, and they did just that.”


Bob Dylan speaking to Douglas Brinkley in Rolling Stone, 20091





In addition to his prolific and accomplished career as a musician, Bob Dylan has tried his hand at several of the other arts over the course of his long life with varying degrees of success, notably painting, welded sculpting, and prose writing. This book aims to illuminate another, less appreciated side of the artist’s multitudinous persona: that of the filmmaker. It’s well known that Dylan has had a lifelong obsession with the cinema—from the time he regularly attended movies for free as a child at the Lybba Theater in Hibbing, Minnesota, which was owned by his uncles, and where James Dean and Marlon Brando became his first idols, before he had ever heard the music of Little Richard or Elvis Presley; through his fondness for the European art films he first encountered in Greenwich Village in the early 1960s; all the way to his 21st-century paintings, many of which are based on motion-picture stills; and his extended commentaries on the Golden Age of Hollywood in his 2022 book of essays The Philosophy of Modern Song.


Less remarked upon, among Dylan scholars and ardent fans alike, are the bard’s own forays into the process of filmmaking itself, which is perhaps unsurprising given the self-suppressed nature of much of this work. This book will focus on Dylan’s attempts to fashion himself as a cinema auteur by directing such misunderstood movies as the brief, experimental made-for-TV film Eat the Document (1972) and the epic documentary/narrative hybrid feature Renaldo and Clara (1978), both of which show the influence of postwar European cinema (in particular, the French New Wave).


It will also examine Dylan’s subsequent endeavors to subversively assert an authorial voice in moving-image works directed by others, such as the darkly surreal Masked and Anonymous (Larry Charles, 2003), which he co-wrote and starred in; the documentary Rolling Thunder Revue: A Bob Dylan Story by Martin Scorsese (Martin Scorsese, 2019), in which he appears as a slippery, self-mythologizing interviewee; Shadow Kingdom: The Early Songs of Bob Dylan (Alma Har’el, 2021), a haunting and stylized livestream performance; and even the Timothée Chalamet-starring Hollywood biopic A Complete Unknown (James Mangold, 2024).


This book will not be examining in depth some of the most well-known cinematic representations of Dylan, such as Dont Look Back (D.A. Pennebaker, 1967), Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid (Sam Peckinpah, 1973), or I’m Not There (Todd Haynes, 2007). I do not believe Dylan can be said to have authored or co-authored any of these projects in any meaningful sense—fascinating though it may be to see him depicted as the subject of a landmark cinéma vérité documentary, be asked to play a supporting role in and score a big-budget western in the New Hollywood of the 1970s, or serve as the inspiration to a major American filmmaker from the New Queer Cinema movement best known for making narrative movies with a strong experimental slant.


Finally, I will be looking at some of the ways Dylan’s work as a filmmaker interfaces with the songs he was writing and the other art he was making at the same time. This is particularly interesting with regards to Masked and Anonymous, a film whose screenplay—co-written by Dylan under the pseudonym Rene Fontaine—shares many literary sources with the lyrics on his acclaimed 2001 album “Love and Theft” as well as the contents of his fanciful 2004 memoir Chronicles: Volume One. (It has been widely misreported that Dylan’s nom de plume on Masked and Anonymous was that of the other credited screenwriter, Sergei Petrov, likely because of Dylan’s Russian-Jewish ancestry, and that co-writer Larry Charles was actually Rene Fontaine. Charles has been consistent in interviews over the years, however, that the opposite is true.2, 3)


The 1984 Martha Quinn Interview


There is ample anecdotal evidence that Bob Dylan was unusually proud of Renaldo and Clara as an artistic accomplishment—and that he was consequently stung by its critical and commercial failure upon its initial theatrical release. After spending a good chunk of 1976 and 1977 editing the film, Dylan went to unusual lengths to explain his intentions as a filmmaker in interviews in late 1977 and early 1978, most notably in a January 1978 Rolling Stone cover story by Jonathan Cott and an interview with Ron Rosenbaum in the March 1978 issue of Playboy. These interviews are largely unsatisfying to read, however, as Dylan’s explanations frequently veer into ponderous abstraction. His answers often come across as the insecure post-rationalizations of someone for whom the filmmaking process was undoubtedly more instinctive in the moment.
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The Sunrise Deli in Hibbing, Minnesota. Formerly the Lybba Theater (1947–1982), it was named after Dylan’s grandmother, Lybba Edelstein, and owned by his uncles, Julius, Max, and Sam Edelstein. Dylan attended many screenings here in his childhood. Photo credit: Michael Glover Smith, 2023








Perhaps this posturing was meant to be a preemptive defense against the movie’s future critics, born of Dylan’s awareness that, because of his status as an acclaimed singer/songwriter, he might be perceived as an unwelcome interloper in the world of cinema. (If so,


his premonition would prove correct.) In any case, in his attempts to explicate the “meaning” of his film in a substantive way, Dylan unfortunately goes over the top in his use of New Age babble. In his first interview about it, conducted by legendary Beat poet Allen Ginsberg, Dylan responds to the question, “What is Renaldo and Clara?” by stating: “Reality and Actuality transcending itself to the final degree of being more than the Actuality. Renaldo is the Actuality, and what the film is transcending Renaldo to a higher Actuality and Clarity.”4


Ginsberg, keep in mind, was a close friend and collaborator speaking to Dylan in the privacy of his Malibu home when this exchange occurred. By the time Dylan was being interviewed for Rolling Stone, he had progressed to using pseudo-academic jargon. Dylan told Jonathan Cott, for instance, that Renaldo and Clara was a “post-existentialist movie” and that it was “mostly about identity—about everybody’s identity”—specifically concerned with depicting the “naked alienation of the inner self against the outer self.”5 It’s impossible to imagine Dylan using language like this when talking about his intentions concerning his music-making endeavors.


The most genuinely enlightening remarks that Dylan would ever make about his feelings towards the filmmaking process, and Renaldo and Clara in particular, came in a 1984 MTV interview with the popular video jockey Martha Quinn. It occurred backstage at London’s Wembley Stadium on the European tour that would yield the poorly received live album Real Live (1984). Although Quinn had only recently turned 25 years old, she instantly put the 43-year-old Dylan at ease by referencing the fact that the first person to employ him as a professional musician—Manny Roth, owner of Cafe Wha? in Greenwich Village—was the uncle of Van Halen’s lead singer, David Lee Roth, then one of MTV’s biggest stars. Dylan, relaxed and candid, appears impressed by Quinn’s musical knowledge—and also perhaps by the amusing way she helps him apply his eyeliner at the top of the interview—and ends their conversation by praising her for her thoughtful line of questioning. It’s a splendid watch.6


MTV, originally “Music Television,” had officially launched as a cable television channel in 1981 and, in rapid and radical fashion, changed the nature of how popular music was made, advertised, and consumed. By 1984, all major-label recording artists were expected, indeed practically required, to make music videos in order to compete in the new image-driven musical landscape—or even to remain relevant, in the case of the members of Dylan’s generation, the rock “dinosaurs” of the 1960s. Dylan’s comments about Renaldo and Clara from the vantage point of 1984 are worth quoting at length because of the insights they provide into why he never attempted to “direct” another movie after the fall of 1975, in spite of the fact that he would repeatedly be involved in film productions as a producer, screenwriter, actor, and interview subject for at least another half a century.


Interestingly, Dylan himself brings up the difficulty he had in making Renaldo and Clara as being the reason why he’s not interested in directing the music videos for his own new songs. When asked by Quinn how he thinks his music “lends itself” to videos, Dylan remarks that he thinks his songs are “great” for the music-video market but laments that he hasn’t yet found an appropriate collaborator to help him translate his ideas into the medium. Dylan mentions that he was excited by the prospect of making a video for the 1983 song ‘Neighborhood Bully’, which supposedly would have starred professional wrestler Jerry Blackwell as the titular character, but that it was now “too late.”


Although Quinn had not yet explicitly asked him about directing himself, Dylan, unprompted, adds: “Just for me to make records and play live shows seems to be enough … I don’t really want to get involved in taking charge in making a video. We did that movie Renaldo and Clara and that was enough for me. I don’t like to be the head of, you know, ordering people around, telling them what to do. It’s too much energy.” Quinn gently pushes back by observing, “It seems, because of your film background, that it would be natural for you to direct your videos.”


Dylan responds with, “Oh yeah, I’d love to do one,” before contradicting himself and reiterating that he hasn’t yet “found anybody that really thinks a certain way that needs to be, you know, like the German filmmakers and the English filmmakers. I mean, in the States, they just don’t have people like that. They just don’t exist. Education doesn’t train them for that sort of thing, to think. You know, what they do is, you get told what to think: ‘Here’s what to think.’ When you’re doing something, it’s like, ‘Here’s what you’re supposed to think about that.’ But you don’t ever learn the process of how to think, you know what I mean? Or what you could do to be different. Or how to expand things. This is what I think anyway. I mean, this is my own humble opinion.”


Quinn again asks Dylan why, if he hasn’t yet found somebody to help him, he doesn’t just do it himself. Dylan’s response is blunt: “I don’t want to do it myself. It’s too hard.” Dylan then refuses to discuss the then-new video for ‘Jokerman’, co-directed by Larry “Ratso” Sloman and George Lois, which he claims to have seen only once, and spends a good chunk of the rest of the interview praising Rainer Werner Fassbinder, the transgressive New German Cinema auteur. (Dylan’s love of Fassbinder, who would have allegedly been the dominant influence on the never-made video for ‘Neighborhood Bully’, runs deep: Martin Scorsese would later recall Dylan enthusiastically recommending Beware of a Holy Whore / Warnung vor einer heiligen Nutte, Fassbinder’s 1971 film about the making of a film, around the time the two collaborated on The Last Waltz in 19767; and Fassbinder was actually the subject of Dylan’s 2021 acrylic painting Balcony via a still from his 1974 masterpiece Ali: Fear Eats the Soul / Angst essen Seele auf, in which he also acted.)


Dylan’s comments about not wanting to “be the head of … ordering people around, telling them what to do” and expressing his desire to not “do it myself” but instead find a perfect filmmaking collaborator, ideally someone not from “the States,” go a long way towards explaining his subsequent forays into cinema. Dylan’s next major film projects after this interview, for instance, the well-regarded made-for-television concert movie Hard to Handle in 1986 and the disastrous narrative feature Hearts of Fire in 1987, were directed by the Australian Gillian Armstrong and the Welshman Richard Marquand, respectively.


Dylan’s remarks in this interview also highlight the crucial difference between the skills that are required of a bandleader versus those that are required of a motion-picture director. A through line among interviews with Dylan’s bandmates over the decades has been their repeated assertions that, as a musician, Dylan relies almost exclusively on non-verbal communication cues. Rather than give overt direction, Dylan expects his band members to watch him closely, understand the “vibe” of what he’s going for, and simply play along (see Ray Padgett’s superb 2023 book Pledging My Time: Conversations with Bob Dylan Band Members for literally dozens of examples of this.)


This type of near-mental telepathy, not uncommon among musical collaborators, cannot work on a film set, however, where a director must constantly delegate explicit instructions to both cast and crew members in order for a production to proceed smoothly and efficiently. Paul Goldsmith, one of several cinematographers credited on Renaldo and Clara, has talked about what it was like to receive unconventional direction from Dylan: “At first I couldn’t understand what Bob had in mind. Then I realized that talking to Bob in this context is a little like trying to make sense out of jazz. It’s not a melody that you’re familiar with. It’s just touching base on that melody here and there. He would be giving directions of sorts, but they were a little cryptic. But after a while, you got used to what he had in mind.”8


It’s no wonder then that Dylan’s post-Renaldo and Clara film efforts have all involved him working with other directors who could do the heavy lifting of “ordering people around” and “telling them what to do” while Dylan himself has attempted to find more subtle, occasionally invisible ways of co-authoring these projects. And although it’s likely that Dylan may have never made a movie to begin with had he not first found titanic success as a musician, I believe that his filmic output is significant for how it sheds further light on him, both as an artist and as a man. The most important thread running through Dylan’s filmography is, after all, a question that he alone is best equipped to pose and answer: How does it feel to be Bob Dylan?





_____________


1 Brinkley, Douglas. “Bob Dylan’s Late-Era Old-Style American Individualism,” Rolling Stone, May 14, 2009


2 Symkus, Ed. “‘Anonymous writer’,” Milford Daily News, August 3, 2003


3 “Interview with Director Larry Charles,” Shout! Factory’s Masked and Anonymous Blu-ray, 2020


4 Bauldie, John. “Allen Ginsberg interviews Bob Dylan,” The Telegraph, Issue 33, Summer 1989


5 Cott, Jonathan. “Bob Dylan: The Rolling Stone Interview,” Rolling Stone, January 26, 1978


6 “Bob Dylan—Martha Quinn interview. Wembley Stadium (Backstage), London. 7th July, 1984.”


7 “Martin Scorsese: Guggenheim Symposium 2006.” YouTube, uploaded by American Film Institute, 12 June 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xY3ZzDQhWW8


8 Padgett, Ray. “Cameraman Paul Goldmith Talks Shooting ‘Hard Rain’ and Rolling Thunder,” Flagging Down the Double EE’s, May 22, 2025, https://www.flaggingdown.com/p/cameraman-paul-goldsmith-talks-shooting












Chapter One


Eat the Document




“I used to say, perhaps over simplistically, but trying to make a point that the movies are critical and open up insights into Dylan’s worldview we rarely get as clearly, that if you wanted to see how Bob Dylan saw himself in the 1960s, the 1970s and the 21st century, then Eat the Document, Renaldo and Clara and Masked and Anonymous showed you exactly that.”


Andrew Muir, in correspondence with the author, 2025





Background


In the case of Eat the Document, how Bob Dylan saw himself was: mentally and physically exhausted, disoriented from being swept up in the madness of a whirlwind worldwide tour, and intensely skeptical if not outright hostile to the business manager who had arranged said tour. But Dylan also had nothing but affection for all of the friends and band members who had sailed with him along the way (and would wistfully describe them as “gallant knights” in an interview nearly a quarter of a century later1), as well as the wondrous music they had made together. Dylan may have never had the courage to use the medium of cinema as a form of personal expression at all, however, had he not first observed the filmmaking process up close and personal when he agreed to be the subject of D.A. Pennebaker’s classic cinéma vérité documentary Dont Look Back (filmed in 1965, released in 1967).


Shot with a lightweight, handheld 16mm camera and using the then-new Nagra III magnetic tape recorder to capture synchronized sound in a way that would have been impossible just a few years previously, Dont Look Back broke new ground for the freewheeling yet intimate manner in which it captured Dylan’s life on the road during his final tour as a solo folk music performer. Concert scenes in venues across England, mostly shot from a fixed perspective, alternate with handheld scenes, remarkable in their candor, of Dylan and members of his entourage hanging out backstage, and in cars, trains, and hotel rooms. The detailed portrait of Dylan that emerged, when he was just 23 years old and on the brink of global superstardom, thus established the formula for the “rockumentary” subgenre for decades to come.


Dont Look Back also established the image of Bob Dylan in the collective consciousness forever after—young, hip, ethereally beautiful, and “smoking 80 cigarettes a day.” When many people think of Dylan, whether getting hot under the collar with the press in fiery interview exchanges or performing formidable original songs to audiences who watch in reverential silence, they are often thinking of this. It’s also why some attendees of Dylan’s concerts in the twenty-first century have been surprised and disappointed not to see him standing alone at center stage, still strumming an acoustic guitar—in spite of the fact that he hasn’t performed this way in decades.


Dylan and Pennebaker re-teamed in 1966 for what was intended to be a follow-up document of Dylan’s historic European spring tour in which he was backed by the Hawks, a group of musicians soon to become known as The Band (albeit with drummer Levon Helm, who was unnerved by the booing that had accompanied Dylan’s late 1965 shows, replaced by Mickey Jones). The genesis of this project was the ABC television network paying Dylan a $100,000 advance for a one-hour made-for-TV movie for their new ABC Stage 67 program, which consisted of a variety of self-contained fiction and non-fiction episodes alike.


Pre-release advertisements from ABC touted the innovative nature of their new show, describing it as: “What you always hoped television would be. Great Theatre. Created by great writers, performers, artists. Many never before involved in television. And presented with the conviction that television, too, can be brilliant theatre, original, alive, compelling. Watch for ‘ABC Stage ‘66.’ All in color, starting this October.”2 (The show’s first, and only, season began in the fall of 1966 and ended in the spring of 1967. The impressive roster of talent who worked on it included directors Sam Peckinpah, Frank Perry, and Franklin J. Schaffner; actors Laurence Olivier, Geraldine Page, and Peter Sellers; and composers Elmer Bernstein, Stephen Sondheim, and the songwriting team of Burt Bacharach and Hal David.)


Pennebaker’s role on this new project was only vaguely defined, as he himself explained in an interview years later: “Dylan wanted to make a film of his tour with The Band and he wanted to direct it and he asked me if I would help him film it … It was to be a TV show, that’s what I was told, and later on I did have some talks with ABC about it. I wasn’t supposed to be the producer … and I wasn’t supposed to be the editor necessarily, though it was unclear. We were going to do it as we went along.”3


Doing it as he “went along” would be Dylan’s modus operandi on both Eat the Document and Renaldo and Clara, an attempt to make the process of filmmaking freer and more spontaneous, closer to the manner in which he was accustomed to making music. Although Pennebaker may not have been brought on board with the intention of being the editor, he was eventually given the task of assembling the footage that he and documentary filmmaker Howard Alk, also the primary cinematographer of Dont Look Back, had shot under Dylan’s direction. (Alk is sadly a mostly forgotten figure today, but his body of work, including the 1971 non-fiction feature The Murder of Fred Hampton, which he directed, is significant. In 1972, Village Voice critic Stuart Byron called him “the most interesting American documentarian since the death of Robert Flaherty,” adding, “Pennebaker, the Maysles, Wiseman—they’re into artifacts; Alk—well, he’s into something else.”4)


Following his motorcycle accident in July 1966, Dylan watched Pennebaker’s initial cut of this material, then titled Now You Know Something is Happening, but reportedly rejected it for being too similar to Dont Look Back. (The title of Pennebaker’s version has frequently been misidentified as You Know Something is Happening, but a digital transfer of this cut at the Bob Dylan Archive in Tulsa, Oklahoma, makes it clear that the first word of the title is in fact “Now.”) It was in the editing room that Dylan truly began to put his authorial stamp as “director” on this footage, drastically recutting it with the help of Alk and another documentary filmmaker, Gordon Quinn, co-founder of Chicago’s venerable Kartemquin Films. Impressively, Dylan ended up using almost entirely different footage in the final version than what Pennebaker had used in his cut.


Although Dylan’s reworking of this material made the project infinitely stranger, there was a method to his madness: Handwritten notes related to the editing and shot selects of the movie now titled Eat the Document, mostly in Dylan’s own handwriting, run to literally hundreds of pages and are housed today in the Bob Dylan Archive.5 The most intriguing of these notes is probably Alfred Hitchcock’s home address in Los Angeles. (Was Dylan planning on consulting the Master of Suspense for editing advice? The mind reels imagining what a conversation between those two disparate artistic geniuses would have been like.) These copious notebooks and loose-leaf pages show that Dylan spent a remarkable amount of time and effort on the movie’s postproduction before eventually returning to music with the John Wesley Harding album in late 1967.


Analysis




“Well, up until that time, [previous filmmakers] had been concerned with the linear storyline. It was on one plane and in one dimension only. And the more I looked at [the rejected footage from Eat the Document], the more I realized that you could get more onto film than just one train of thought. My mind works that way, anyway. We tend to work on different levels. So I was seeing a lot of those levels in the footage. But technically, I didn’t know how to do what my mind was telling me could be done.”


Bob Dylan speaking to Ron Rosenbaum in Playboy, 19786
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Eat the Document co-editor Gordon Quinn (right) in conversation with Michael Glover Smith. Photo credit: Jillian McKeown, 2023










“I figured Godard had the accessibility to make what he made, he broke new ground. I never saw any film like ‘Breathless’, but once you saw it, you said: ‘Yeah, man, why didn’t I do that, I could have done that.’ Okay, he did it, but he couldn’t have done it in America.”


Bob Dylan speaking to Jonathan Cott in Rolling Stone, 19787





In 1966, Dylan undertook a grueling 45-date world tour spanning three continents and many countries in less than four months. The final leg of this tour, consisting of 17 concerts, began in Stockholm on April 29 and ended in London on May 27. Today, these European shows are among the most renowned of Dylan’s entire career: They began with Dylan performing a well-received solo acoustic set followed by a short break, then a second, electric set by Dylan and the Hawks which proved more divisive for those in attendance. This tour leg also included the celebrated show at Manchester’s Free Trade Hall on May 17, famously mislabeled on bootleg recordings as having taken place at London’s Royal Albert Hall (the one where an irate audience member yells “Judas!” and Dylan responds with “I don’t believe you. You’re a liar!” before tearing into ‘Like a Rolling Stone’).


The Manchester show was eventually officially released by Columbia Records as the wittily titled The Bootleg Series Vol. 4: Live 1966—The “Royal Albert Hall” Concert to much fanfare in 1998. In 2016, every known recording of the 1966 shows, including those made by audience tapers, would see the light of day in the form of a massive 36-CD box set titled The Live 1966 Recordings. Ironically, the reason why many of these concerts can be heard in pristine sound quality today is because they were professionally recorded for Eat the Document, a film that has never even been seen by many of the Dylan fans who have enjoyed listening to the recordings.


It is important to remember that there was no road map for the kind of movie that Dylan wanted to make when he endeavored to shoot Eat the Document on this tour. The 24-year-old singer-songwriter was on a chaotic, amphetamine-fueled transcontinental jaunt and, in addition to the rigors of playing nightly shows, was also a first-time director overseeing the production of a movie that consisted of mixing three distinct modes of filmmaking: concert scenes, documentary scenes of Dylan and the Hawks traveling across Europe, and fictional, though unscripted, scenes of Dylan and the Hawks interacting with some of the people they encountered along the way.


The latter mode was de-emphasized in the final cut of Eat the Document although Pennebaker’s Now You Know Something Is Happening does begin with an extended, delightfully absurd narrative sequence in which Dylan literally constructs a brick wall around an unfazed Swedish woman, an immurement in the manner of Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado,” while simultaneously asking her questions about the Hawks’ pianist Richard Manuel. Today, Eat the Document is probably best understood as a dry run for Renaldo and Clara, which would combine the same three modes of filmmaking but in a more confident and ambitious fashion, resulting in an epic four-hour running time.


Eat the Document begins with a shocking image: Dylan snorting an unidentified substance from the top of a piano while laughing and coughing uncontrollably. (It was likely heroin; John Lennon, who has a cameo in the film, would later refer to himself and Dylan as both being “on fucking junk” at this time.8) This introduces the idea that the movie which follows will be akin to a drug trip or fever dream—with “Bob Dylan” not just the subject but the viewer’s guide, the character whose consciousness the images are being filtered through. In this sequence, Richard Manuel can also be seen snorting something from a small snuffbox of his own while a bemused waiter looks on.


Dylan then raises his head and asks, “Have you ever heard of me?”—a cheeky opening line suggesting that his persona will be explicitly examined in the film. (Jonthan Cott perceptively and accurately called Eat the Document “an anti-documentary that uses the ‘star’ image in order to de-mystify and decompose it” in an article following a public screening of a workprint of the movie in Rolling Stone in 19719). After noodling around on some dark chords on the piano, Dylan asks: “Are we ready to move on?” and there is an abrupt transition to the next scene, where Dylan and the Hawks are shown traveling by train through a green Irish countryside populated by sheep. It’s the first of the film’s many visual jokes: Dylan, the filmmaker, is master of time and space, making the movie “move on” with his edits.


While seated on the train, Dylan announces he would like to get a cup of tea and there is yet another abrupt transition to a scene of the tour’s crew members unloading equipment into a venue where the Hawks are now preparing for a sound check. These disorienting opening minutes set the tone for the rest of the fast and frenetic film that follows. The way that Eat the Document subverts viewer expectations of the traditional documentary form—especially considering the kind of safe documentaries that were being made for television at the time—is through its application of techniques that Dylan had first seen in narrative European art films after he arrived in New York City from Minnesota in 1961.


If conventional documentaries are the equivalent of photorealistic paintings, trying to show a “clear picture” of a subject through smooth editing and a storytelling shape that follows the Aristotelian three acts, Eat the Document is more like a Cubist painting, deliberately dislocating time and space by presenting scenes in a fragmented and non-linear manner. To the consternation of many Dylan fans, this also meant abruptly cutting away from musical performances in mid-song. Scenes jump from Copenhagen to Glasgow to London to Paris and back again without warning or explanatory titles to help ground the viewer. The point of this intentionally disorientating editing style though is to render, through image and sound, the world as Bob Dylan was seeing and responding to it on this particular tour.


In many ways, Dylan’s use of film form to convey subjective impressions makes Eat the Document the polar opposite of D.A. Pennebaker’s more objective, “fly-on-the-wall” approach in Dont Look Back. Dylan would later vividly describe his exposure to the European art films whose form first blew his mind in Chronicles: Volume One: “There was an art movie house in the Village on 12th Street that showed foreign movies—French, Italian, German. This made sense, because even Alan Lomax himself, the great folk archivist, had said somewhere that if you want to get out of America, go to Greenwich Village. I’d seen a couple of Italian Fellini movies there—one called La Strada, which means ‘the Street,’ and another one called La Dolce Vita. It was about a guy who sells his soul and becomes a gossip hound. It looked like life in a carnival mirror.”10


La Dolce Vita (1960) is a drama/comedy by Federico Fellini about a tabloid journalist’s search for spiritual meaning and fulfillment in a materialistic modern world. The protagonist, Marcello (Marcello Mastroianni), has a photographer friend named Paparazzo, whose name would inspire the word paparazzi, used to describe the kind of intrusive photographers who would hound Dylan for his entire adult life. The film also became something of a Rosetta Stone for Dylan as an artist: He would namecheck the Swedish actress Anita Ekberg, who has a memorable supporting role in it, in a dick joke in his 1963 song ‘I Shall Be Free’ (“Country will grow”), and the movie itself in his 1964 song ‘Motorpsycho Nitemare’ (“She looked like she stepped out of La Dolce Vita”).


More profoundly, the notion of using the cinema screen to present “life in a carnival mirror” is an apt description of Dylan’s goals in Eat the Document, Renaldo and Clara and, especially, Masked and Anonymous; and the latter film’s ironically named character “Tom Friend” (Jeff Bridges) was surely influenced by Fellini’s acidic depiction of a parasitic reporter. Dylan even painted the iconic La Dolce Vita poster inside his 2021 painting La Dolce Vita, which is actually based on a shot from Aki Kaurismäki’s 2017 movie The Other Side of Hope / Toivon tuolla puolen. (Amusingly, the shot from Kaurismaki’s film which serves as the source for Dylan’s painting does not feature a La Dolce Vita poster at all but a poster of Jimi Hendrix instead. This kind of clever “substitution” is a hallmark of Dylan’s work as a visual artist.)


La Dolce Vita had opened in New York City in April 1961, only three months after Dylan’s arrival there, and it’s likely that he saw it for the first time while still an impressionable teenager. The films of the French New Wave would exert an even bigger influence on Dylan’s filmmaking career. Directors such as Jean-Luc Godard, François Truffaut, Agnès Varda, and Alain Resnais had revolutionized cinema as an art form in the late 1950s and early 1960s by making highly personal, low-budget movies about young, mostly working–class people in contemporary France. Taking a cue from the postwar Italian Neorealist movement, these filmmakers frequently employed location shooting and natural lighting extensively, resulting in a more casual “documentary” look in their work.
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