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A WORD FROM JOHN SEBASTIAN


Those few weeks in 1964 flew by, but they are probably why I felt the confidence to become part of a musical revolution.


The places pictured here all still look the same. I’m still friends with all the children in these photographs. Woodstock is now my home, too.


Thanks to Bob and Sara, Albert and Sally, and the Paturel family for providing that warm, friendly upstairs room that I shared for the sliver of time that I was hanging out in Woodstock. And thank you, Doug, for preserving these moments.





Woodstock, New York


August 2005
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Douglas R. Gilbert


















PHOTOGRAPHER’S PREFACE






While working as a college intern at Look Magazine in the summer of 1963, the thirteen-year-old brother of a friend asked me to listen to a few cuts from The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. I’d never heard of Bob Dylan, but listened. When the boy asked me what I thought, I didn’t immediately know how to answer. I’d grown up with ’50s rock ’n’ roll and had heard some current folk singers, but this was something really different. When I returned to school that September, I took with me a well-played copy of Freewheelin’ and played it for friends. Most responded with disinterest or were turned off by Dylan’s voice and style.


But here was someone who was articulating feeling and impressions and was posing questions similar to my own. I added The Times They Are A-Changin’ to my collection and I was hooked.


Before my graduation from Michigan State University in March of 1964, I was offered and accepted a staff photographer position with Look Magazine in New York. I began working there in April. Staff writers and photographers were encouraged to propose story ideas to the editors, and this was the first story I suggested.


The proposal was accepted, arrangements were made, and the writer and I went to meet Dylan in June. After that initial meeting, the writer left me to work with Dylan on my own. My curiosity to learn who this person was who wrote such compelling words and music was mixed with some initial intimidation. I wasn’t sure how he would feel with this stranger who would be shadowing him. It may have helped that he was just a little older than me and was also a Midwesterner.


I had seen some photographs of Dylan singing in a civil rights context in the South. He was in a field with farm workers and some young civil rights workers. This offered a visually exciting setting for photographs of him performing in the rural South at a time when the civil rights movement was a big story. I asked if he had anything similar planned. He answered no. Nothing more than that. But what was initially disappointing proved fortuitous, because I was able to photograph a more private Dylan, surrounded by friends in a familiar environment. I spent time with him at his home in Bearsville, New York, and hung out at the Café Espresso in nearby Woodstock with him and friends. Later, we went to Greenwich Village and then to the Newport Folk Festival.


My way of photographing has always been to be as inconspicuous and unobtrusive as possible—a fly on the wall. I photographed using only existing light and quiet Leica rangefinder cameras. Dylan soon became comfortable with my presence, letting me photograph freely. Once or twice he looked up from what he was doing and asked, “Don’t you have enough?”


I think I was with him in the period before he closed himself off from the press and withdrew. I saw some wonderful moments of warmth, humor, and openness. The image of Dylan I held before we met and after my experiences with him was changed. I’ve thought about that time over the intervening years and see him to be, in some ways, very consistent in spite of his reputation for frequently reinventing himself. He has refused to be fit into categories, either musically or personally. To categorize and label people seems to be a very human need to help us feel that we are in control. If we feel in control we can feel superior, or at least equal. Dylan does not allow us that.


A few weeks later, when the Look editors saw the story in its proposed layout they killed it. “He’s too scruffy for a family magazine,” I was told. Of course I was disappointed and angry with what I thought was a strange and cowardly decision. Over the next two years, my experiences with the way in which many of my stories were presented led me to reconsider my desire to work as a magazine photojournalist. Questions of journalistic integrity, purpose, and the influence of advertisers on editorial content persisted. In time, I stopped working commercially to pursue my artistic vision.


 I am very pleased to share this body of work after forty years with the many people who admire and are challenged by Dylan’s words and music.




—Douglas R. Gilbert
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I SHALL BE FREE
— No. 2005


















I


Bob Dylan stood on the verge of many changes in the early summer of 1964. Though he was in the midst of breakthroughs in songwriting and performance, transformations of personal and sartorial style, breakups and new affairs, he hadn’t made those breaks yet. He had not yet transformed his work or his look; he was not yet Suze Rotolo’s, let alone Joan Baez’s, ex-boyfriend, or the humiliator of Phil Ochs, or a crony of The Beatles and The Rolling Stones at the top of the pop charts. At the Newport Folk Festival, Dylan was still the biggest star and he still appeared at the topical song workshop because that’s where he belonged. In Woodstock, though, he rode his Triumph motorcycle—John Sebastian, just turned twenty and looking innocent enough that he could pass for fifteen, seated behind him—or sat in the town’s only coffeehouse for hours, and was never accosted by the public. In Greenwich Village, back in New York City, Dylan and his friends—Sebastian again, and Ramblin’ Jack Elliott—still cavorted among themselves in the street, hung out in the Village’s many coffeehouses and browsed through its shops without being besieged by fans.


Not much later, Dylan began posing for portraits by the photographer Daniel Kramer, sometimes in settings similar to the photos gathered here. But by then, his cycle of transformation had more visible results. Part of Dylan’s breakthrough consists of the image Kramer’s photographs define: A slimmer Dylan, with longer hair that seems to have been electrified, and with a complicated look in his eyes—knowing, damaged, stoned, abandoned, thoughtful—that nevertheless seems carefully calculated.
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In a proverbial garret, known around town as “The White Room,” above the Café Espresso on Tinker Street, he sits down at his portable typewriter and clacks away for the camera.
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The Dylan of June and July 1964 caught in Douglas Gilbert’s photographs, unseen these past four decades, behaves much more casually. It is not so much that Gilbert’s pictures reveal more spontaneity. Dylan was never all that spontaneous when there were people like writers and photographers around. He had come from Minnesota in 1960 bearing a set of composed identities, and in a sense, he spent the next few years mixing elements of each of them. If he told interviewers nothing but fables about his background, remember that every fable contains a substantial component of truth. Dylan’s prolific imagination and quick wit made the act of constructing an identity that much more complex.
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