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Summary

The first chapter of this thesis introduces the topic of research. A htera ture  review 

is provided, as are the methods of analysis, a background to the research, and a 

note on terminology used.

Chapter Two is an overview of Bob Dylan's appropriation of cinema in his 

song-writing. Case studies explore Dylan’s most cinematically engaged material, 

and show how the artist uses Hollywood iconography and film dialogue to 

supplement his lyric writing. There will then be an examination of Dylan’s current 

writing style, which will be posited as having an analogous effect to cinematic 

editing styles pioneered by Sergei Eisenstein and Lev Kuleshov. This will be 

further explicated in an analysis of Dylan’s 2003 song "Cross the Green Mountain', 

which is seen as indicative of the ‘Kuleshov Effect'.

The third chapter, examining Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid (1973], will 

illustrate the convergence of Dylan and director Sam Peckinpah’s aesthetic by 

looking at a num ber of intertextual resonances between the two artists’ careers. 

The effect of Dylan’s score for the film in tandem with the mode of visuals 

employed by Peckinpah will also be explored. Dylan’s w ork on Pat Garrett will 

then be accounted for within the broader spectrum of w estern  scores.

Chapter Four will illuminate the cross-pollination between Dylan's works 

contemporary to Renaldo and Clara (1978), and exhibit the film as a visualisation 

of his then-current song-writing processes. There will then be a brief look at 

Dylan’s 2003 film Masked and Anonymous. The film's relationship with the 

concomitant album "Love and Theft" will be broached, as will Dylan's depiction of 

himself as a stage presence. This establishes a framework by which later 

representations of Dylan by other filmmaker can be measured.

Analysis is then moved from Dylan's interventions in cinematic narrative to 

an examination of his adoption by other filmmakers. Chapter Five gathers 

examples of Dylan's personal contributions to film soundtracks as suggested and 

mediated by the films' directors. Multiple uses of the perform er are considered, 

from comparatively superficial references suggesting the 1960s, to more nuanced 

representations that a ttem pt to incorporate—and provide catharsis for—stages of 

dubious artistry in the singer-songwriter's career. This will provide a context for
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Chapter Six, where Dylan's appropriations by filmmakers, both in musical terms 

and as an on-screen presence, provide the main focus.

Chapter Six w ill in itia lly  examine film m akers’ use o f Dylan's music, after 

which the use o f his visual iconography w ill be considered. These uses are 

categorised into three interrelated approaches; firstly, an idealized conception of 

Dylan as a proponent o f change and transition; secondly, a subversive use o f the 

perform er’s music; and th ird ly , a post-modern attitude, which sees filmmakers 

employ Dylan’s music in an absurdist or incongruous fashion. A commonality is 

suggested between these three approaches, as the ir effect depends on an 

understanding o f Dylan as indicative o f certain political affiliations, views and 

musical aesthetics.

Chapter Seven draws together several threads in the preceding research. 

Among these are the effects of'm ontage' w ritin g  featured in Chapter Two, and the 

issue o f authorial intent, which has a bearing on the reception of the idiosyncratic 

methodologies used by Dylan. Suggestions o f new pathways for investigation are 

also included here, among them the appeal for a more thorough overview of 

Dylan's visual and compositional aesthetic that unifies his w ork on page, record, 

canvas and celluloid, and for a sustained treatm ent o f Dylan's film ic influences.

In broad terms, the thesis shows Dylan as highly attuned to the language 

and construction o f film  as a means o f structuring songs and composing lyrics. 

Also discernible are divides between the approach o f the a rtis t and that of 

mainstream film  in regards to the narrative use o f his music and the personage of 

the artist. Dylan often favours the serendipitous effects engendered by the music’s 

tonal or emotional congruence w ith  the narrative when contributing songs to a 

soundtrack. Visualisations o f Dylan under the control of the perform er often also 

favour sim plic ity and perform er interaction. Mainstream film m aking conversely 

employs Dylan's music in a more lite ra l fashion, coded into which is the artist's 

(assumed] role in the 1960s counterculture, and the inference o f political ideology 

and other representational qualities. This is played out in particular in evocations 

o f the perform er on-screen.
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Chapter One 

Introduction

This place ain't doing me any good
I'm in the wrong town, I should be in Hollywood
Just for a second there 1 thought I saw something move

Bob Dylan, 'Things Have Changed’, 2000.

1.1 Overview

While Bob Dylan is indulging his sardonic side in this key late-career song, it is 

ironic that the artist delivered these lyrics live at the Academy Awards in 2000, 

w hereupon he was granted the Oscar for Best Original Song. Sidestepping the 

situation’s irony, the artist here is touching upon an idea that has appeared 

throughout his work: that of Dylan as a cineaste. Dylan will be known in 

perpetuity for his contribution to music, upon which his reputation is based, bu t it 

is intriguing to speculate on how different cinema might be if Dylan's oft-maligned 

excursions into filmmaking had gained critical traction. Dylan on occasion has 

proven himself behind the camera, both as a distinctive stylist and as an 

idiosyncratic performer. Yet Dylan’s in terest in cinema runs deeper than this, and 

the artist has shown himself to be acutely engaged with the language of cinema in 

both his lyric writing and song composition. Meanwhile, Dylan's pop culture status 

has meant that filmmakers have been eager to appropria te  the performer. 

References to Dylan in cinema abound, with the result that the perform er has been 

made to serve multiple narrative uses.

This duality, betw een the artist's vision and that of filmmakers seeking to 

reference him, has prom pted the decision to examine the use of Bob Dylan in
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cinematic narrative. This will entail an overview of how Dylan has been 

appropriated by filmmakers as a source of meaning, and as an audio-visual 

signifier. The aim is to examine the extent to which Dylan's music and persona can 

provide semantic nuance that impacts the understanding of the narrative. As an 

adjunct to this, there will be an attem pt to add to the body of literature exploring a 

pop performer's integration into cinematic text; in the case of this thesis, this will 

involve a focus on Bob Dylan as a case study.

Of particular interest are the challenges faced by the filmmaker in 

establishing a narrative space that successfully naturalises—and draw s expressive 

strength from—the use of a pop performer. This is particularly the case when the 

artist is viewed in the light of a long-established public persona, and the effect this 

background has on the audience’s investment in the story. By examining some of 

the strategies employed by filmmakers to integrate and account for Dylan's 

presence on screen, 1 also hope to illustrate patterns and similarities with that of 

other performers.

The process by which a song can be re-contextualised by the combination 

of storytelling elements can be of transformative benefit to the artis t and their 

music. The reverse is also true, however, and how the filmmaker's attachm ent of a 

song to a particular narrative context can impact on the song’s reading will be 

another facet of this thesis.

Pertinent to this idea is an attem pt to explore the ramifications of a cultural 

figure's cinematic appropriations over a number of decades. The trea tm en t of a 

pop performer as a historical figure and as a musical signifier over time ultimately 

reveals a hegemonic ideological codification, bestowing political allegiances, 

personality traits and gender politics on the performer. The mercurial nature of 

this singer-songwriter in particular sharpens the divide between w hat is implied 

by a multitude of isolated cinematic instances, and the cinematic ventures and 

biographical standing of the author.

Motivations for this investigation include an interest in how filmmakers use 

popular music to create meaning in a narrative context. Dylan constitutes an 

edifying case study, as his music has been used in a number of genres, and he has 

been personally involved in providing music for films in a num ber of capacities. 

How Dylan has engaged with film in his own work adds further interest; Dylan’s
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intertextual writing process has encompassed cinematic language in both its form 

and content. As a result, Dylan displays a creative use of dialogue, cinematic 

archetypes, and even editing styles, and adapts them to the traditional strophic 

ballad material that the performer has consistently employed throughout his 

career. Unlike many popular songwriters, Dylan has also shown an interest in film 

production, and has assumed the role of actor, editor, and director at points in his 

career. This results in an interesting parallel (and tension) between filmmakers 

who appropriate the performer, and the perform er’s own cinematic ventures. 

Dylan is a useful case study in this respect, as he has worked across several 

decades and in multiple genres, among them the classic cinema verite 

documentary Dont Look Back [sic] [1967), whose iconography accounts for many 

cinematic evocations of the performer.

Dylan has also s tarred  in, and composed the soundtrack for, Sam 

Peckinpah’s Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid (1973). This revisionist western is a 

crucial text for the multiple roles filled by Dylan in the film’s production. 

Anomalous even within the context of Dylan’s cinematic outings, it functions as an 

exercise in integrating multiple levels of the Dylan persona into several aspects of 

the filmmaking process. Pat Garrett also shows a confluence of two auteurs at 

analogous points in their career, and focuses on the richly complementary milieus 

that each artist brought to the project. The film above all embodies the strengths 

of Dylan as cultural signifier, and the extent to which his persona and music can be 

utilized to advance and bolster film narrative.

Dylan’s directorial duties comprise the surrealist documentaries Eat the 

Document (1971) and Renaldo and Clara (1978). In contrast to the deferential role 

occupied by Dylan in Pat Garrett, Renaldo and Clara finds the performer 

overseeing an ambitious, self-financed project. This experimental film is the zenith 

of Dylan’s engagement with the filmmaking process; performing, directing, editing, 

writing, and scoring responsibilities w ere  all handled by Dylan, and as such the 

film is an abundant resource for discerning Dylan’s visual/compositional 

aesthetic.

Dylan also s tarred  in and contributed music to Richard Marquand’s Hearts 

o f  Fire (1987) and the self-penned Masked and Anonymous (2003), the latter of 

which is Dylan’s last major foray into filmmaking to date. Heavily imbued with the
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themes of his later musical output, Masked and Anonymous finds Dylan in a leading 

role, co-writing the screenplay and provid ing the bulk of the soundtrack material, 

ranging from studio recordings to live reinterpretations, as well as incorporating 

covers o f his material by other artists. Masked and Anonymous is an in trigu ing 

cinematic curio, and in many ways continues the innovations of Renaldo and Clara. 

Dylan has also contributed individual songs to a number o f productions, in some 

cases w riting  orig inal material in ligh t o f the film ’s subject and themes. These 

isolated projects w ill be treated together in a later chapter.

What emerges firs tly  from explorations of these non-album projects is a 

greater clarity w ith  which one can see Dylan's formal processes. The artist, by 

working in an unfam iliar medium, often reveals concerted efforts to apply 

elements o f form derivative o f song-writing paradigms, and as a result, unusual 

confluences occur between cinematic conventions (from m ultip le  genres] and 

song-writing.

An ingrained element of Dylan's power as a poet and musician lies in his 

contrasting o f two or more attitudes in a single song, as conveyed by the 

instrumentation, vocal delivery, and lyrical content. Several audio/visual fusions 

found in the films under analysis tap into this wellspring o f paradox. This 

facilitation o f m ultip le interpretations o f the scene's subtext is an im portant 

source o f meaning in the use o f Dylan's music and w ill be examined later.

What 1 fu rther hope emerges from this thesis is an uncovering of the 

aggregate narratological effect o f a cultural figure's depiction o f himself, and 

depictions by others, in the realm of cinematic discourse. W ith the individual use 

o f songs perpetuated across many films, ideological codification occurs, u ltim ately 

bestowing an archetypical role upon the cinematic Dylan, and by proxy, the 

historical performer. In addition to this, by identifying trends of usage, patterns of 

song placement, and the reoccurrence o f mise-en-scene, one can discern how 

isolated audio-visual connections can define or enhance the audience's perception 

o f a pop music perform er or h is /he r output through cumulative reiterations. 

Recurring sources o f meaning, for example, stem from the positioning o f Dylan's 

songs at specific narrative junctures. In Dylan's case, these often signal a sense o f 

epiphany or a transformation o f the character from one state to another. The 

sequencing o f the song, or its position relative to the protagonists' character arcs.
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is another area where Dylan is made to express transition, or a newfound level of 

maturity or perspective. Other trends include the use of Dylan as end-credits 

audio material, the placement of which is indicative of the ‘summing up' or 

encapsulating function to which Dylan is frequently put.

Another result of the overall analysis has been to show how Dylan’s 

engagement with cinema, both in his use of music and behind-the-scenes roles, 

can so often be at odds with his cinematic usage by other filmmakers. Whereas 

many filmmakers use Dylan in a stock fashion—in both the evocation of him as a 

historical figure and as an exponent of a specific musical environm ent—Dylan 

treats himself as a more malleable figure. This extends to the cinematography and 

camera angles preferred by the performer, and his use of music. This is frequently 

experimental and unconventional, and contrasts with the more inured procedures 

espoused by many other directors.

The following literature review will a ttem pt to dem onstrate and support 

the aforementioned hypothesis, beginning first with the salient treatm ents of 

Dylan and film, before highlighting material in film music scholarship that has had 

a strong resonance with the present analysis.

1.2 Literature Review

In terms of Dylan scholarship, the key text has been C.P. Lee’s wide-ranging survey 

Like a Bullet o f  Light: The Films o f Bob Dylan [2000).i Lee’s contextualisation of 

Dylan’s w ork in film with parallel developments in his song-writing suggested 

avenues that are explored further here. An im portant interdisciplinary mode of 

inquiry into Dylan’s w ork in cinema was also broached by Lee’s foregrounding of 

Dylan’s films at book-length and applying film discourse to their analysis. The 

privately published Nothing to Turn Off: The Films and Video o f  Bob Dylan (2007] 

by Vince Farinaccio also examines much of Dylan’s visual record and accounts for 

developments in the 2000-2007  timeframe.^ Both of these texts engage with 

Dylan’s promotional short films/videos and televisual broadcasts, and helpfully 

contextualise televised concerts and interview appearances with cinematic 

material. Dylan chronicler Clinton Heylin has contributed essential research on the

' C.P. Lee, Like a Bullet o f  Light: The Films o f  Bob Dylan (London: H elter Skelter, 2 0 0 0 ).
2 V ince Farinaccio, N othing to  Turn Off: The Films an d  Video o f  Bob Dylan  (2 0 0 7 ],
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production aspects of Dylan's films in his biography Behind the Shades: 20'^  ̂

Anniversary Edition (2011J.3 His amassing of interviews by those directly 

connected to Dylan’s productions has allowed easy access to these collaborators’ 

salient comments. His personal track-by-track commentaries on Dylan’s 

discography, found in Revolution in the Air (2010),'^ and Still on the Road (2010],^ 

provided a num ber of references to cinematic texts as a source for Dylan's song 

lyrics.

Heylin was the first to address the differences in the multiple versions of 

Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid in regards to Dylan's music and thus provided a 

valuable touchstone for that film's chapter.^ His article on Dylan collaborator 

Howard Aik, whose editing style so influenced Dylan’s own, has likewise been 

useful.'^ Chris Whithouse's sum m ary of Pat Garrett from a Dylan-centric 

standpoint has also provided background material and im portant interviews with 

key members of the production, and in doing so, illuminated Dylan’s role.®

Paul Williams has been instrumental in providing a framework for Renaldo 

and Clara that removes it from historical and contextual considerations, and has 

postulated a valuable interpretative structure in opposition to Dylan's professed 

understanding of the film.^ Michael Gray has compiled studies and provided 

valuable insight on the cinematicism present in Dylan’s song-writing in Song & 

Dance Man III (2004], particularly in regard to Dylan’s absorption of film dialogue 

into his l y r i c s . H i s  Bob Dylan Encyclopedia (2006; revised 2008] gives further 

insight into Dylan’s cinem a/concert releases from the 2004-2008  period. 

Jonathan Cott's interviews with Dylan on Renaldo and Clara have been 

instrumental in tracing Dylan's cinematic influences, and for suggesting filmic

3 Clinton Heylin, Behind the Shades: The 20'̂  ̂Anniversary Edition (London: Faber and Faber, 2011).
 ̂ Clinton Heylin, Revolution in the Air: The Songs o f  Bob Dylan, Volume One: 1 9 5 7 -73  (London: 

Constable, 2010).
 ̂ Clinton Heylin, Still on the Road: The Songs o f  Bob Dylan Vol. 2: 1974-2008  (London: Constable, 

2010 ).
* Clinton Heylin, ‘The True Story of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid,’ The Telegraph 37 (W inter 1990): 
58-91 .

Clinton Heylin, 'Profile of Howard Aik,' in All Across the Telegraph: A Bob Dylan Handbook, Michael 
Gray and John Bauldie (eds.) (London: Furura, 1988), 143-153 .
® Chris W hithouse, 'Alias, Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid,’ in All Across the Telegraph, 1 0 7 -127 .
 ̂Paul Williams, Bob Dylan: Performing A rtist 1974-1986  (London: Omnibus Press, 1994).

Michael Gray, Song & Dance Man III: The A rt o f  Bob Dylan (London: Continuum, 2004).
Michael Gray, The Bob Dylan Encyclopedia (London: Continuum, 2008).
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contexts against which Dylan's output may be m e a s u r e d . j h e  study of Renaldo 

and Clara would be diminished without the publication in the Dylan magazine The 

Telegraph of Allen Ginsberg’s discussions with Dylan during the film’s po s t

production. Quoted from extensively throughout, they provide a window into 

Dylan 'compositional’ editing process, and are central to the analysis.!^

Mike Marqusee’s trea tm ent of Dylan’s politics in Wicked Messenger: Bob 

Dylan and the 1960s (2005) has provided a basis for identifying the assumptions 

made by filmmakers in regards to Dylan’s political a s s o c ia t io n s .M a rq u s e e ’s 

trea tm ent of the evolution of Dylan’s politics, and the relationship of the artist's 

espoused standpoint and those of his lyrics, strongly colours Chapter Six's look at 

representations of the perform er in cinema. As Dylan's appearances in filmic 

narrative often imply a political standpoint (almost invariably connected with that 

decade’s counterculture), Marqusee strongly contributed to a recognition of those 

facets.

Individual articles conducted a n d /o r  collected by various Dylan magazines 

have been useful in establishing the intentions of the filmmakers; John Baudie’s 

interview with Hearts o f  Fire director Richard Marquand,i^ and Trev Gibb’s 

interview with Masked and Anonymous director Larry Charles are among these, 

and are essential in discovering Dylan and the directors’ methodology. Both are 

taken from the journal ISIS, which has provided numerous articles contributing to 

the critical analysis of Dylan in cinema. In regards to teasing-out the cinematic 

influences in Dylan's writing, Derek Barker’s interview with Jacques Levy for ISIS 

has been a touchstone, w here  the Dylan co-lyricist connected the song 'Black 

Diamond Bay' to film-noir iconography.^^

Jonathan Cott, 'Interview with Jonathan Cott, Rolling Stone, January 26, 1978,' and 'Interview 
with Jonathan Cott, Rolling Stone, November 16, 1978 ’, in Bob Dylan: The Essential Interviews, 
Jonathan Cott (ed) (New York: W enner Books, 2006), 171-197; 251 -270 .

Allen Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed by Allen Ginsberg (and Pierre Cotrell),’ in W anted Man: 
In Search o f Bob Dylan, John Bauldie (ed.) (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 120-137 .
I"* Mike Marqusee, Wicked Messenger: Bob Dylan and the 1960s (New York: Seven Stories Press, 
2005).

John Bauldie, 'Hearts o f  Fire-. Richard Marquand interviewed by John Bauldie,' in W anted Man: In 
Search o f  Bob Dylan, John Bauldie (ed.) (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 183 -189 .

Trev Gibb, 'Riffing with Larry Charles,’ in Bob Dylan Anthology Volume 2, 20  Years o f  ISIS, Derek 
Barker (ed.) (Surrey: Chrome Dreams, 2005), 3 2 4 -337 .

Derek Barker, 'Apathy for the Devil: Jacques Levy, Desire, Joseph Conrad, and "Black Diamond 
Bay,’” in ISIS: A Bob Dylan Anthology, Derek Barker (ed.) (London: Helter Skelter, 2004), 174-187.
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Russell Reising's essay on the use of the song 'All Along the W atchtow er' in 

Play it Again: Cover Songs in Popular Music (2010] is a key text for the chapter 

exploring Dylan’s evocation in f i l m s . R a i s i n g  m akes an im portan t distinction 

betw een the suggestion of Dylan and tha t of the cover’s perform er in visual media, 

and the resu ltan t am biguity as to vi^hether the perform er, or the song as an 

autonom ous lyrical/m usical signifier, is being referred to. By investigating how 

the song or its lyrics are incorporated into visual m edia (w ithout the participation 

of the artist], Reising also suggests the existence of a first, or 'p rim e’ meaning 

inherent to the song, derived from its historical context and the associations 

brought to it by the original perform er. This concept will be expanded in Chapter 

Six by examining films tha t convey m eaning via an implicit aw areness of the song's 

original context and associations.

Greg Metcalf, in discussing the issues of covers, also indirectly suggests that 

an 'initial’ Dylan exists, namely the early and m id-1960s persona.^^ In arguing tha t 

Dylan, through the process of 'self-covering’, has tried  (and failed] to sever ties to 

the iconic figure of the 60s, Metcalf addresses an idea pertinen t to this thesis in the 

field of music. The sam e practice can be discerned in the gradual em ergence of a 

cinematic Dylan, one indebted to the inured cultural conception of the a rtis t as 

anchored to the 1960s. The consistency of a visual representation  com prised of 

cinem atographic patterns; editing choices; use (or m ore accurately, scarcity] of 

dialogue; and positioning within the frame, conspire to infer an archetypical 

Dylan, to which all o ther uses pay homage.

With regards to its position in film music studies, a num ber of texts have 

set precedents for the p resen t thesis. In regards to the theoretical background for 

Pat Garret and Billy the Kid, Kathryn Kalinak’s w ork on music in the w estern  genre 

established the context in which Dylan’s music was composed. In her Film Music: A 

Very Short Introduction  ( 2 0 1 0 ] , and as editor of the essay collection Music in the

Russell Reising, ‘Covering and Un(covering) the Truth with "All Along the W atchtower”: From 
Dylan to Hendrix and Beyond,’ in Play i t  Again: Cover Songs in Popular Music, George Plasketes (ed.) 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 153-175 .

Greg Metcalf, 'The Same Yet Different/Different Yet the Same: Bob Dylan Under the Covers of 
Covers’, in Play it  Again: Cover Songs in Popular Music, George Plasketes (ed.) (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2010), 177-187 .

Kathryn Kalinak, Film Music: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010 ).



9

Western: Notes from  the F r o n t i e r ,she provides a chronology of hymnal and folk 

material in western scores; Dylan draws heavily on American folk ballads for his 

score to Pat Garrett, while Kalinak overall has allowed the analysis to demarcate 

where Dylan's compositions defer to tradition, and where they exhibit more 

modern tendencies. Claudia Gorbman's work on the functions of narrative film 

music also provided a starting point in investigating Dylan's s c o r e . 22 Her 

establishment of a rubric for the quintessential score of a 'Hollywood' western 

through her case study of Max Steiner allowed for a positioning of Dylan's material 

as against conventional orchestral scoring from 'Golden Age' westerns. Her work 

on meta-diegesis also provided a context for the overlapping of Dylan's role as 

actor and composer. Jonathan Rosenbaum's coining of the term  ‘acid western ' also 

helped to situate Pat Garrett and its soundtrack in a greater context, taking into 

account developments in this western  subgenre since the film's 1973 r e l e a s e . Jeff 

Smith's The Sounds o f Commerce [1998) allowed for Pat Garrett to be situated in 

the broader context of pop music's integration into film s c o r e s . Smith's 

examination of Ennio Morricone's use of tone colour and the electric guitar 

provided a basis by which to contextualise Dylan's instrumental choices for Pat 

Garrett, as did his exploration of Morricone's trea tm ent of sound and image 

relations. Smith, in identifying Morricone's integration of sound and image to 

create a unified, stylistic whole, has a strong bearing on the present trea tm ent of 

Dylan's score, particularly with regard to 'Knockin' on Heaven's Door.'

Smith's examination of the compilation score of American Graffiti (1973) 

meanwhile proved im portant for later chapters. How this score achieves its 

dramatic aims through a process of association and allusion directly influenced 

this thesis's investigation of the similar use to which music is put in the sequel. 

More American Graffiti (1979). In exploring the reliance on the audience's

21 Kathryn Kalinak (ed.), Music in the W estern: N otes from  the F rontier (Oxon: R outledge, 2 0 12 ).
22 Claudia Gorbman, U nheard Melodies: N arra tive  Film Music (London: BFl Publishing, 1987).
23 Jonathan Rosenbaum , '"Acid W estern" -  Jonathan Rosenbaum  on D ead M an’ (h ttp -.//w w w .iim -  
iarm usch .net/F ilm s/dead  m an /read  about it/ac id  w estern  - ionathan ros.htm l. 3 February 
2 0 1 4 ). R osenbaum  expanded upon the idea in a su b seq uent in terv iew  w ith  Jarmusch for Cineaste. 
See Jonathan Rosenbaum , ‘A Gun Up Your Ass: An Interview  w ith  Jim Jarmusch'
f h ttp ://w w fw .ion a th an rosen b au m .n et/1996 /04 /a -gu n -u p -vou r-ass-an -in terv iew -w ith -iim -  
iarm usch-tk /. 4  February 2 0 1 4 ). The concept w as later explored  by both m en at book length in 
D ead Man from the BFl M odern Classics series. See Jonathan R osenbaum , D ead Man (London: 
British Film Institute, 2000).
2“* Jeff Smith, The Sounds o f  Com m erce (N ew  York; Chichester: Columbia U niversity Press, 1998).
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familiarity with the music to assist in the characterisation of the protagonists, 

Smith presages an analytical perspective espoused throughout the curren t thesis.

Philip Brophy’s 100 Modern Soundtracks (2004] seeks to redress the how 

most film criticism has underestim ated the significance of the soundtrack, and 

details ways in which the soundtrack is defined by the meeting of two sonic forces: 

film scoring and sound d e s i g n .T h i s  issue has proven central to this thesis, owing 

to primacy afforded to the musical accompaniment by Dylan in Renaldo and Clara 

and Masked and Anonymous. Work by Paul B. Ramaeker in Wojcik and Knight's 

collection Soundtrack Available {2001\^^  (based in part on lain Chambers’ Urban 

Rhythms: Pop Music and Popular C u l t u r e ) ,hints at the broader pop-cultural 

implications of Dylan's turn  to introverted and personal song-writing in the mid- 

60s. The abatem ent of populist, left-leaning sentiment in Dylan's mid-60s writing 

creates a tension with the political implications inherent to the artist 's  cinematic 

treatments. Barbara Ching in Soundtrack Available, in confronting the issue of 

authenticity in country music, provides a context for the current thesis's look at 

the 1992 film Bob Roberts?^ While the essay does not distinguish between 'folk' 

and 'country' genres in relation to Bob Roberts, it offers valuable context for how 

director Tim Robbins seeks to 'countrify' folk music as a means of invoking 

disingenuousness and faux-populism, and evoke folk music (including Dylan's] as 

possessive of authenticity. While Kay Dickinson makes no mention of Dylan, her 

book-length study Off Key: When Film and Music Won't Work Together (2008] 

contributed context for the critical reception of the rock star in cinema, 

particularly in the chapter 'Pop Stars Who Can't Act and the Limits of Celebrity 

"Flexibility'".29

While the present thesis's subject area therefore is well charted overall, 

there are blind spots in evidence; there  is, for instance, an absence of a sustained

25 Philip Brophy, 100 Modern Soundtracks (London: British Film Institute, 2004).
26 Paul B. Ramaeker, "‘You Think They Call Us Plastic Now . . The Monkees and Head,’ in 
Soundtrack Available: Essays on Film and Popular Music, Pamela Robertson Wojcik and Arthur 
Knight (eds.) (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2001), 74-102.

Iain Chambers, Urban Rhythms: Pop Music and Popular Culture (New York: St. Martin’s, 1985).
28 Barbara Ching, 'Sounding the American Heart: Cultural Politics, Country Music, and 
Contemporary American Film,’ in Soundtrack Available: Essays on Film and Popular Music, Pamela 
Robertson Wojcik and Arthur Knight (eds.) (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2001), 
202-225 .
2® Kay Dickinson, Off Key: When Film and Music Won't Work Together (New York; Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008).



11

trea tm ent of Dylan’s use of cinematic techniques in his song composition, and how 

they can relate to twentieth  century movements such as modernism and 

deconstruction. While these theoretical frameworks have been long-established in 

regards to Dylan's song-writing, there is a dearth of material when investigating 

his self-produced films (and indeed, his other non-musical output, such as his 

novella Tarantula, and his recent forays into painting). Less treated also are 

filmmakers' evocations of Dylan as a character or as a narrative ‘voice’ in film, and 

which are not connected directly with the performer. This thesis seeks to redress 

the emphasis placed on those films in which Dylan took an active (often visible] 

role in favour of those without the artis t’s direct intervention. These films, often 

unrelated save for the evocation of the artist, contribute to the summative 

refinement of a cultural figure into representing a group of ideals or concepts, and 

can ideally be related to the similar activities taking place in pop music discourse, 

and broader categories of literature.

1.3 Dylan as Research Topic

Given the power of cinema to propagate and advance cultural assumptions and 

stereotypes, Dylan proves an instructive case for a num ber of reasons. Of special 

interest is how filmmakers— Dylan included—use the audio-visual signifier of 

‘Bob Dylan’ to advance the meaning of a given narrative. The chief source of this is 

Dylan’s entrenchment in the popular culture of the 1960s. The sounds and 

imagery that accrued to Dylan throughout this decade, specifically from 1962-66, 

have formed the most recognisable and durable reservoir of material upon which 

filmmakers draw. This period establishes a core group of songs, images, and 

associations, which the majority of subsequent output acknowledges. The utility of 

this for filmmakers is the presence of an initial or ‘prim e’ meaning. Trading on 

received wisdom and cultural associations, it allows filmmakers to either employ 

Dylan for his obvious or overt significations, or to in some way demur from 

traditional representations, and present familiar material in a subversive or ironic 

light, with the implicit ‘original’ meaning existing as subtext. Yet w hat makes
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Dylan an anomalous case in this regard is how he has attem pted to break so 

emphatically with his countercultural associations.

This resolute desire to shed fixed identity provides much interest for this 

thesis, as it instils tensions between how others portray the performer, and how 

he wishes to portray  himself. With the 1962-66  period already presenting 

associational difficulties (containing both the earnest folk troubadour and the 

'electric' phases), Dylan’s public persona and musical identity alter frequently, 

even within the decade. This desire to 'pin' Dylan to his 1960s identities, however, 

has been counteracted by Dylan’s continued activity passed his seventieth year. 

Unlike the Beatles, w hose pool of associations resides firmly within the 

boundaries of the 1960s, Dylan's career has been a multifaceted series of 

intersections with a num ber of popular music trends, such as the singer- 

songwriter movement of the 1970s, and roots revival of the 1980s, and the re- 

emergence of acoustic folk music in the 1990s. Filmmakers therefore are 

frequently treated to fresh material, with its own cultural resonances, and without 

direct linkages to the 60s. This allows for a degree of independence when invoking 

the artist, and gives such an atypical performer as Dylan a unique generational 

expanse among popular music figures.

Dylan’s musical evolution enhances this sense of diversity; unlike those 

artists with analogous career longevity such as Van Morrison, Bruce Springsteen, 

Paul McCartney, Neil Young, and The Rolling Stones, Dylan has fostered 

discontinuity with his musical past, and has perpetually strived to expand into 

new territory and artistic mediums. In comparison, the musical palettes of those 

aforementioned performers, among others, have been marked by a fundamental 

continuity with earlier output. By embracing a distinctive latter-day sound, Dylan 

has sonically cut ties with the era and sound for which he is most famous, 

providing filmmakers with a 'new voice’ with no inherited associations beyond the 

name of the performer. The study of this artist therefore is coloured by a forward 

momentum that challenges both filmmakers and interpreters.

The concurrent difficulty attached to this creative vitality is that a working 

knowledge of Dylan’s entire output only begins with his thirty-three studio

This process began in earnest in the aftermath of his motorcycle crash in July 1966, although 
Dylan’s distress at being pigeon-holed resulted in numerous 'transformations' across the entire 
expanse of the 1960s.
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albums, fifty-eight singles, eleven live albums, ten albums comprising The Bootleg 

Series of archival material, and thirty compilation albums. This officially released 

material is also only the tip of a veritable iceberg o f 'unre leased’ studio recordings, 

making Dylan the w orld’s most heavily 'bootlegged' a r tis t^ i Dylan's live 

performances are another huge contribution to his body of work. Since 7 June 

1988, the performer has been on w hat has been dubbed 'The Never Ending Tour’, 

playing 2,561 shows as of December 2013—approximately a hundred annually 

and ongoing—with each tour presenting new arrangem ents of old songs (often 

from show to show).

From this vantage-point, his filmic ventures are a comparatively small 

category, yet certainly pronounced enough to form a distinct body of work in and 

of themselves. There are two aspects to this: namely Dylan’s direct involvement in 

providing music for films, and filmmakers who use his material independent of the 

artist’s input. While the cataloguing of Dylan’s direct contributions is simpler from 

a numeric standpoint, the tracing of the sum total of his musical appearances in 

cinema is problematized by their proliferation. This is compounded further by the 

increasing number of appearances on television, which on occasion rival (and 

exceed] the creativity and nuance found in c in e m a . 2̂ Given the ubiquity of his 

referencing in both mediums, it can be challenging to compile an overarching 

theory as to his appearances. This is further exacerbated by the covers of Dylan’s 

songs, which are also found in a daunting number of cases.

An interesting problem arising from Dylan’s self-produced cinematic 

projects is the narrative weight afforded the film’s musical accompaniment. Other 

film projects intimately associated with their subject, such as the Beatles’ A Hard 

Day’s Night (1964), Help! (1965) and Magical M ystery Tour (1967), may 

incorporate music in a m anner suggestive of the traditional Hollywood musical, 

w here a form of narrative suspension is put in place. Coupled with this is the 

tem porary cessation of a self-contained diegesis; when the musical performances 

are instigated, the performers momentarily 'drop their m asks’ as it were, and we 

see John, Paul, George and Ringo performing a song by the Beatles, just as Fred 

Astaire and Gene Kelly would 'drop the pretence, for a moment, that they are

Nigel Williamson, The Rough Guide to Bob Dylan (London: Penguin, 2004), 301.
Dylan’s music has been integrated into the finales of at least two major American TV shows, 

namely the re-imagined Battlestar Galactica (200 4 -2 0 0 9 ) and The Sopranos (199 9 -2 0 0 7 ).
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playing characters and perform for us simply as Astaire and K e l l y ' . I n  the case of 

Magical Mystery Tour, the song sequences take on the aesthetic of promotional 

videos, each with their own distinct character. This makes the narrative 

necessarily more tenuous, as it becomes a stop-gap between the spectacular, 

essentially self-contained 'music videos'.

Dylan's use of music in his films, however, often exposes the asynchrony 

between visuals and music. It is often also integrated as narrative material, 

commenting on the on-screen performers, and existing in a more uneasy alliance 

with what the viewer knows of the 'real' Dylan. In traditional Holl3wood narrative, 

music is usually subordinated to the narrative’s demand; Dylan's is often 

presented as a parallel, standing next to the visuals—one does not defer to the 

other so much as intertwine. This is particularly relevant to Renaldo and Clara, 

w here three multiple strands of narrative, in the form of music, poetry and visuals, 

can be presented as a unity. While film music scholar Claudia Gorbman has argued 

that ‘primary among [film music's] goals [...] is to render the individual an 

untroublesome viewing subject: less critical, less "awake”' , D y l a n ’s music in 

Renaldo and Clara and Masked and Anonymous is not designed to lull the audience, 

but rather to be heard as conscious narrative material, to be paid as much 

attention to as the dramatic action.

In the case of Renaldo and Clara, the absence of an obvious cinematic model 

for its format invites debate over the most apt method of analysis. A sizeable 

challenge to the cinema-centric investigation is Dylan's reliance on numerous 

other conceptual frameworks in deciding the film's finished form. These range 

from literary texts, to theories of cognition and perception, and compositional 

theory regarding music, lyrics, and in some cases, painting. Instead of applying 

cinematic discourse to the film, a m ore helpful approach can be to apply the 

conventions of Dylan's song-writing to its form and content. In this way, a semiotic 

approach can be more rewarding, as similar words and imagery transverse the 

boundaries of the different discourses. While patterns can be found, Dylan still 

does not neatly fit into a structuralist mode of interpretation, as will be 

dem onstrated below.

John Belton, i4mer;can Cinema/American Culture (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2008], 147. 
3'* Claudia Gorbman, Unheard Melodies: Narrative Film Music (London: BFI, 1987), 5.



15

1.4 Methodology and Theoretical Framework

Owing to the lack of fixity in Dylan's material (or at least, its ephem eral nature) 

settling on an apt theoretical framework by which to interpret his filmic ventures 

can be challenging. Adhering so closely to concepts derived from Dylan's song- 

writing, and from his preferred aesthetic in the world of painting, one is 

confronted with a filmmaking philosophy disconnected in many ways from 

conventional filmic discourse. This leads to interesting debates about how best to 

treat the material. This applies to the present thesis, but also to the study of Dylan 

at large. While the approach taken herein will be detailed shortly, it may be worth 

pausing to elaborate on the theoretical framev.?orks by which Dylan's highly 

interdisciplinary aesthetic can be measured.

The pre-theory model of ‘liberal humanism' with its strong stress on 

individuality and the fundamental continuity among successive generations 

certainly has an appeal in relation to Dylan. His scepticism  and distrust of his 

linkages to the 1960s certainly bear out the liberal hum anist contention that his 

work transcends its environmental influence, while a longstanding concern for 

Dylan of a 'tim elessness' in his work is an attitude that finds sympathy in the 

contentions of early tw entieth  century liberal humanists.^s A sense of continuity 

with tradition is likew ise em phasised by Dylan, who frequently positions him self 

as part of a long-established folk process of rearranging and recom bining existing 

textual resources into a new  whole. The downplaying of novelty has also been a 

large part of Dylan's writing and production aesthetic throughout the years (Dylan 

vocally demurred against the Beatles’ magnum opus Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 

Club Band, finding the quality of its songs buried under too much production). 

Difficulties emerge, however, in divorcing his output from historical 

considerations. This stifles the extent and significance of his m usical engagem ent 

with the 1960s, which has been understood as possessing  an 'umbilical relation to 

the turmoil of the t im e s ' .P e r t in e n t  also for this thesis is the interwoven nature of

35 Peter Barry, Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2009), 17.

Matt Damsker, 'Interview, 15 September 1978', in The Fiddler Now Upspoke Vol. 3, John Baldwin 
(ed.) (Welwyn Garden City & Campton: Desolation Row Promotions, 1996], 4 5 9 -4 6 7  [463]. 

Marqusee, Wicked Messenger, 3.
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Renaldo and Clara with Dylan’s contemporaneous musical output, which so 

informs and illuminates the texts. Excluding contemporary considerations in this 

case could denigrate the interconnectedness of these mutually inclusive projects.

In the favoured theoretical approach of this paper, namely structuralism, 

one can take a greater account of Dylan’s intertextuality, but also his interest in the 

representational and symbolic. As seen in Dylan’s two major motion-picture 

statements Renaldo and Clara and Masked and Anonymous, Dylan emphasises 

archetypical characteristics in lieu of greater character nuance and specificity. 

Dylan's attempts to refine the characters into representational roles gives a 

structuralist approach a degree of utility, as one can move from Dylan's lyrics to 

prose, to painting and to film, and illustrate analogous attempts a t this practice. As 

the structuralist methodology endeavours to present a series of parallels, echoes, 

reflections and patterns, it can help to unify the analysis of the different mediums 

employed by Dylan, and ideally reveal heretofore unrealised commonalities. The 

approach is not w ithout its quandaries, however; it seems to denigrate the 

uniqueness of some of Dylan's m ore unusual and unclassifiable work, and perhaps 

push the material into broader categories at the expense of an embrace of the 

text's peculiarity. Numerous examples of this are relevant to the study of Dylan 

and film, most obviously the singularity of Renaldo and Clara, bu t also the 

conceptual uniqueness of a film song such as "Cross the Green Mountain', which 

will be advanced later. In eschewing engagement with the contradictory qualities 

in Dylan's oeuvre, it also depreciates the ambiguity that filmmakers seem to find 

so appealing in the material. This becomes relevant in the study of the song 'Just 

Like a Woman', whose equivocal politics provide filmmakers with a rich degree of 

semantic nuance when applied to visuals.

Dylan's compatibility with post-structuralism has been noted to the degree 

that Dylan scholar Michael Gray humorously named a chapter of his major work 

on Dylan: 'Even Post-Structuralists Oughta Have the Pre-War Blues'.^^ Common 

themes of Dylan's w ork include the malleability of identity, while the distinction 

between author and w riter from T.S. Eliot's ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent' 

finds fecund ground for study in Renaldo and Clara, where Bob Dylan plays the 

character ‘Renaldo' and rock 'n' roll performer Ronnie Hawkins portrays ‘Bob

Gray, Song & Dance Man III, 268.
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Dylan'. Fragmentation plays a large part in much of Dylan’s most revered work, 

such as the 1975 album Blood on the Tracks. The multiplicity of Dylan’s varied 

personas and the flexibility of his songs in performance provides abundant outlets 

for the study of unfixed texts and Barthes-inspired variants of the 'Death of the 

Author’ concept. Like structuralism, this approach begins to feel constrained when 

it appears to downplay difference in favour of a common group of results. What is 

often striking about Dylan from the standpoint of the current decade is his 

strength as a brand name. For all his multifarious musical transformations, 

continuity also exists in the performer's output and aesthetic standpoint. Dylan 

media coverage often presents and presages any trea tm ent of the author or his 

w ork by referring precisely to this changeable quality, which in effect makes 

familiar and comfortable his apparent transgressive streak in favour of a more 

predictable and reliable public persona.

In an a t tem pt to navigate these problems, a degree of methodological 

flexibility has been required in order to respond to the vagaries and unique 

qualities of the material. While a widespread structuralist and occasionally 

narratological approach has been de rigueur, an attem pt has been made where 

necessary to dem onstrate the applicability of other frameworks. An effort will also 

be made to gauge the filmmakers’ express wishes verses that which is implied in 

the finished product. That is, if the filmmaker appears to use Dylan in a post

modern fashion, the aim is to try to identify and give as much evidence for that 

approach as can be discerned. For example, in the case of Renaldo and Clara, 

w here Dylan’s wishes for the film were for it to be representative of a dream, 

Dylan strongly hints in interviews at a psychoanalytic framework as applicable for 

navigating the film’s meaning. While attesting to the film’s simplicity, Dylan also 

identified much of the film’s imagery and character in Freudian terms. In this way, 

it is hoped that one can recognise the attitude taken by the filmmaker in 

constructing the narrative and use it to help situate the material within broader 

contexts.

Owing to the anomalous nature of much of the material under discussion, 1 

have tried w here possible to include such interviews as made by those involved in 

the texts’ production. This is emphasised as a means of discerning both the 

original intent of the filmmakers/song-writers and to measure their achievements
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relative to their stated aims. As 'film studies’ is a discourse w here directorial 

intent is often made param ount [particularly in the field of restorative projects 

and the concept of the 'd irector’s cut'), Dylan’s cinematic endeavours facilitate and 

encourage a weighting of authorial intention as against the finished product. This 

is furthered by the often-fraught circumstances of their production and release. 

Where this becomes param ount is in the discussion of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, 

whose history is rife with contrasting narratorial 'voices’. As the artistic merits of 

the film fluctuate depending on the version (three extant], Dylan’s contribution 

(and the measure of its impact) vacillates accordingly. A preoccupation of the 

analysis of Renaldo and Clara is the conflict over how best to interpret material, 

with a degree of discord emerging between Dylan's understanding of the material, 

and that of external commentators. These disparities will be explored in their 

respective chapters.

This a ttem pt to surmise the author's intention as a means of legitimizing 

'meaning' is, again, a fundamentally structuralist approach; however, it is hoped 

that its execution in a conscious fashion will allow for a degree of qualification if 

the methodology becomes too constrictive. In this way I hope to utilize a 

democratic approach that does not denigrate dialectical readings and textual 

ambiguity, yet retains a focus on larger patterns and trends of use.

1.5 Thesis Purview and a Note on Terminology

This thesis focuses on the appropriation of Dylan’s use of cinema in his own work, 

but also in 'cinematic narrative'. 'Narrative' is defined in this case by three 

distinctions: tha t it is a representation of events consisting of story and narrative, 

that 'story' is an event (or sequence of events), and that the 'narrative' discourse is 

those events as represented. 'Cinema' meanwhile simply refers to the film's 

history as a theatrical release. With this emphasis in mind, the analysis of other 

filmed visual media relating to Dylan has been kept to a minimum in order to 

maintain critical focus. These other visual areas include Dylan’s numerous 

promotional short films/music videos. While these clips often fall into similar 

categorises as those that will be established for feature length films, they typically 

contain only rudim entary narratives, or negligible story lines. Although Dylan can 

be an active presence in front of the camera, the perform er has, with minor
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exceptions, shown little interest in their conceptualisation. Likewise, televisual 

broadcasts of Dylan's performances are largely omitted, due to the lack of a strong 

story element. Dylan's appearances in televisual narrative are, however, not 

without interest, and multiple appearances show a great deal of creativity; Dylan, 

for instance, contributed a newly-recorded song to The Sopranos (19 99 - 2 0 0 73,39 

and his song 'It's Alright, Ma (I'm Only Bleeding)' occupies a pivotal moment in the 

series finale. For reasons of focus again, 1 have endeavoured to attend exclusively 

to theatrical releases. It should be pointed out, however, that TV is a fecund area, 

and its absence from the analysis is m eant in no way to reflect a dearth of material, 

or the lack of interesting case studies. The most im portant of these is the Martin 

Scorsese documentary No Direction Home (2005) on Dylan's pop-cultural impact, 

specifically during the period 1961-66.

In order to provide further focus, 1 have limited the number of cover 

versions under consideration, and favoured cases w here Dylan’s voice is directly 

evoked. On occasions, where the cover version is pertinent (often when the lyrics 

are crucial to the scene), 1 have included them in the discussion. Another 

consideration here is the frequent ambivalence as to w hether the filmmaker is 

seeking to evoke Dylan's original, or the performer of the cover. Multiple cases 

exist w here a Dylan cover is used in manner that does not suggest any overt 

reference to the context in which the song was originally written. As such, 1 have 

endeavoured to concentrate on instances w here Dylan-the-performer is a 

touchstone for the effect conveyed by the filmmaker.

As the research occasionally employs narratology alongside film studies, 

the term  'diegesis' may need clarification regards its usage. The term 'diegesis' in 

narratology means the telling or relating of the action in a text, as a correlative to 

‘mimesis' which is showing or dramatising the action.^o In film studies discourse, 

however, diegesis refers to the content of the narrative, the fictional world as 

described inside the story, as opposed to non-diegetic, or extra-diegetic,'^^ which 

refers to elements clearly not being produced in the on-screen space (such as

Dylan submitting a cover of the Dean Martin standard ‘Return to Me’, which was featured 
prominently in Episode 38, 'Amour Fou’.
'‘0 Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1972), 162.

James Wierzbicki, Film Music: A History (London: Routledge, 2009], 23.
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voice-over and added m u s i c ] . Wiien the terms are used it will invariably be the 

film studies definition.

1.6 Chapter Outline

Given the interdisciplinary nature of Dylan's approach to cinema, a structure that 

hopefully emulates and reflects tha t attitude will be advanced here. Each chapter 

outlined below will engage in close textual reading of the key texts, followed by a 

chapter-specific conclusion. Close inspection of the aural/visual stimuli is stressed, 

namely the component parts of a song [vocals, instrumentation and production] 

and image [mise-en-scene, camera angles and editing).

To begin with, the following chapter, entitled ‘Cinema in Dylan', will look at 

cinema as appropriated by Dylan. This will examine Dylan’s use of filmic language 

in his song-writing. A close look at some of Dylan's most 'cinematic' songs will be 

presented, as a means of demonstrating the performer's integration of content 

from Holljwood films. Significant texts are the western-inspired song ‘Lily, 

Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts’ from Blood on the Tracks (1975], and the noir- 

influenced song ‘Black Diamond Bay' from 1976’s Desire album. Further to this 

will be a look a t Dylan's more recent writing strategies, which have a relationship 

to formal traits present in Russian montage.

Chapter Three examines Dylan's contribution to Pat Garrett and Billy the 

Kid, while his second and final directorial effort Renaldo and Clara will be dealt 

with in Chapter Four. This chapter will also feature a brief section on Masked and 

Anonymous. W here necessary, these chapters interconnect with Dylan's recorded 

output as a means of contextualising and explicating his approach for each filmic 

project. A significant amount of cross-over occurs between these projects and 

Dylan's contemporaneous recorded material, allowing for a large number of 

interwoven signifiers and methods of construction.

Chapter Five, entitled ‘Dylan in Cinema, Part I', will establish the key 

cinematic texts that employ the direct participation of the artist. These include the 

documentary Dont Look Back from 1967, which is a cornerstone in defining the 

iconography tha t would be drawn upon by many subsequent filmmakers. Further 

to this, there will be an overview of Dylan's contribution to cinema in the form of

Susan Hayward, Cinema Studies: The Key Concepts, 2"‘* edn (London: Routledge, 2004), 84.
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newly-composed songs, often w ritten at the filmmakers’ request. These films 

maintain close ties with Dylan as a contributor and narrative voice, and draw on 

the performer as a site of meaning (that is, a series of associations and 

assumptions that allow the filmmaker to construct and im part meaning based on 

the performer's musical identity], Curtis Hanson’s Wonder Boys [2000) will be an 

example of this; featuring a newly-penned Dylan song, the film also uses Dylan's 

latter-day persona to characterise the film’s protagonist.

Chapter Six is a continuation of the previous chapter's cinematic focus; 

however, the analysis is shifted to stress those movies and soundtracks that use 

Dylan's music and persona without the active participation of the artist. This 

chapter, entitled ‘Dylan in Cinema, Part II', will examine patterns in filmmakers' 

usages across multiple genres, and the degree to which these appearances 

complement or contrast with Dylan's usage of his own music in his self-produced 

film output. This section is subdivided into three categories, which gather Dylan's 

use by filmmakers into three separate (but not mutually exclusive) approaches. 

The first is structuralist in nature, where the filmmaker seeks harmony with 

Dylan’s established public and musical persona. Following this is a 

deconstructionist approach, which explores certain films’ attempts to expose 

textual subconsciousness and show a side of Dylan that is characterised by 

disunity rather than unity. The third category posited is the post-modern use of 

Dylan. This approach foregrounds songs in a m anner tha t exemplifies the 

'disappearance of the real' and the mixing of different filmic genres. Dylan’s 

intertextuality is emphasised and irony comes to fore, as well as a tacit 

acknowledgement of the artist’s countercultural clout, with a view to subverting 

or parodying the received cultural wisdom surrounding the performer. This 

chapter closes with an examination of a series of case studies w here Dylan is 

evoked as a visual presence on-screen. These will include Todd Haynes’ Dylan 

biopic I’m Not There (2007), w here the Dylan-inspired protagonist is bisected into 

seven different personas and played by six different actors. This will be tied into 

the aforementioned categories established for the use of his music. It is hoped that 

this section can be read in the light of the earlier texts, chiefly for the disparity 

between Dylan’s own cinematic ambitions and those of the filmmakers licensing 

his songs. The thesis will then close with a concluding chapter looking at critical
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debates surrounding the artist in the visual medium, and offer suggestions for 

future studies.

The analysis will novi  ̂ begin in earnest by looking at Dylan’s incorporation 

of cinema into his song-writing.
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Chapter Two 

Cinema in Dylan

2.1 Introduction

The language of cinema is one of many that Dylan has employed in his adaptation 

of previously existing texts. Just as his magpie-like tendencies have seen him draw 

inspiration from French symbolist poetry, pre-war blues lyrics, cowboy ballads 

and the King James Bible, Hollywood too has provided for a wealth of allusions 

and quotations in Dylan’s writing.

There are several facets to Dylan’s reformulating of cinematically derived 

material. In providing a brief list of such adaptations, one can begin by 

demonstrating Dylan’s use of Hollywood stars in his writing. An example can be 

found in '1 Shall Be Free' from Dylan’s second record. The Freewheelin' Bob Dylan 

(1963):

Well, my telephone rang it would not stop 
It’s President Kennedy callin’ me up
He said, "My friend. Bob, what do we need to make the country grow?”
I said, "My friend, John, Brigitte Bardot 
Anita Ekberg 
Sophia Loren"

As Dylan scholar Michael Gray has pointed out, some of these references in earlier 

material are in the service of joke.^ In the case of 'I Shall Be Free’ there is an 

amusing use of the starlets' names in the context of a wry and irreverent 

suggestion. By contrasting their ostensible glamour with its ribald consequence, 

Dylan gives an early indication of his in terest in conflating high and low culture to 

keen effect.

This name-dropping is often a part  of a broader series of textual allusions 

to other areas of pop culture. For instance, when one looks at Dylan's mid-1960s 

poems, the liner notes from the Bringing It All Back Home (1965) album feature

1 Gray, Encyclopedia, 232.
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references to actors/stars  alongside figures (fictional or otherwise) from other 

disciplines:

i'm standing there watching the parad e /  
feeling combination of sleepy john estes. 
jayne mansfield. hum phry bogart/m orti-  
mer snerd. m urph the surf and so forth/^

Later in the piece Dylan includes another one of his Hollywood idols, again linking 

the prestige and cultural baggage of the actor to that of other prominent figures:

mean absolutely nothing... i would not want 
t' be bach, mozart. tolstoy. joe hill, gertrude 
stein or james dean /they  are all dead. [...]

This inclusion of cinematic figures in such a context seems to speak to Dylan's 

inclusive trea tm ent of idols from multifarious genres and discourses, implying a 

comparable degree of influence in each of their respective fields, and a greater 

compatibility between the artists than might be supposed.

Dylan on occasion, however, uses these star personas for their 

representational and symbolic value. In this way he draws on a broader cultural 

memory of a famous figure as a means of furthering the effect he wishes to convey 

in the song. An example can be found in the song 'Joey' from Dylan's 1976 album 

Desire. A long ballad with the notorious mobster Joey Gallo as its subject, the song 

proved controversial upon its release for its perceived sympathy towards the 

m urdered  gang-boss.^ Yet Dylan—or possibly his co-writer Jacques Levy, to whom 

Dylan has attributed the lyrics—seems to be aware of the inherently theatrical 

nature of the material."^ From its first line the song disavows an adherence to 

historical veracity or accountability: ‘Born in Red Hook, Brooklyn, in the year of 

who knows when.' Gallo’s birthday is public record, which places the song from

2 Sleepy John Estes refers to the blues musician of the same name; Mortimer Snerd is a creation of 
actor, radio performer and ventriloquist Edgar Bergen. ‘Murph the Surf refers to Jack Roland 
Murphy, surfing champion, musician, author, artist, murderer and jewel thief.
3 Music critic Lester Bangs was particularly vocal, describing it as 'one of the m ost mindlessly 
amoral pieces of repellent romanticist bullshit ever recorded.’ See Lester Bangs, 'Bob Dylan's 
Dalliance with Mafia Chic: He Ain’t No Delinquent, He's Misunderstood,’ in The Dylan Companion, 
Elizabeth Thomson and David Gutman [eds.) (London: Macmillan, 1990), 2 1 0 -2 2 1  (214).

Dylan explained this in a recent interview: 'Jacques Levy wrote the words. Jacques had a 
theatrical mind and he wrote a lot of plays. So the song might have been theater [s/cj of the mind. I 
just sang i t ’ See Bill Flanagan, 'Bob Dylan-Bill Flanagan Interview,' Mojo 1 /1 8 9  (August 2009): 4 5 -  
52 (48).
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the outset in a world designedly cagey about factual detail. The phrase ‘who knows 

w hen’ is particularly suitable to convey a sense of mythology and figurativeness. 

Dylan/Levy give further clues to this throughout the coming lyrics, yet for this 

section’s focus, I would like to centre on the writers' usage of an ac to r /s ta r  as a 

means to describe Gallo: ‘When they let him out in ’71 he’d lost a little weight /  But 

he dressed like Jimmy Cagney and 1 swear he did look great’. Evoking the screen 

persona of the quintessential fictional gangster, Dylan/Levy give the listener a 

picture of Gallo that trades on their knowledge of Cagney’s stage presence but also 

the fictitious aspects and exaggeration inherent in the connotations of the 

reference. In the post-Vietnam context, Cagney’s image is inescapably nostalgic, 

giving their representation of Gallo a degree of glamour from the classical 

Hollywood era, as well as a stylised unreality and archetypical quality. This simile 

then functions as a larger part of the song’s rose-tinted quality and skilful use of 

rum our and balladic mythologizing.

Of particular interest for this investigation, however, is not so much the use 

of characterising ‘m arkers’ derived from Hollywood, but rather the extent to 

which the language of cinema has informed Dylan’s compositions. While this is a 

large topic, a look at some of the most salient examples from Dylan’s career will 

show the degree to which cinema has informed his work at a structural level, as 

well as providing surface vocabulary and intertextual allusion. This will be 

explored presently by looking at Dylan’s 1974 composition ‘Lily, Rosemary and 

the Jack of Hearts’, which represents Dylan's first major breakthrough in using 

cinematic tropes to convey a song’s narrative. As with the other songs under 

consideration, themes and narratorial strategies employed by Dylan in his song- 

writing will be demonstrated, and how these facets ultimately emerge in a 

cinematic format. This will show how philosophies of storytelling and narrative 

construction as practised by Dylan in his song composition find expression in the 

performances and final editing structures of his cinematic ventures.

2,2 'Lily, Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts’

In the aftermath of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, Dylan set about recording a song 

that seems to have been inspired by his immersion in the milieu of the western 

genre, with biographer Clinton Heylin even comparing the lyric to a shooting
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script.^ The circumstances of how 'Lily, Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts’ came 

about place it in an interesting transitional position poised between Dylan’s older 

paradigms and on the cusp of his 1974 song-writing breakthroughs. Seemingly 

composed in the aftermath of his brief early-1974 tour with The Band,^ Heylin 

speculates that the song had a long gestation period after the filming of Pat 

Garrett, which accounts for the song’s status as one of Dylan’s most intricate and 

ambitious lyrics.

The song concerns a love quadrangle and is set in a cabaret. With its 

quantity of characters and a dense plot filled with incident and dramatic left-turns, 

the song amounts to a film in verse. In line with Dylan’s recent experience on Pat 

Garrett, the genre to which it adheres most closely to is the western. The musical 

accompaniment that Dylan affords the lyrics aptly approximates a Johnny Cash- 

infused country and w estern  rhythm, using a walking bass-line to drive the song in 

the dearth of harmonic variation. While deriving some of its iconography from 

traditional m urder ballads,'^ and having evasive language in line with a number of 

electric-era songs, the song furrows new ground with its ambitious storytelling 

and its establishment of a distinctly visual narrative space. As the most overtly 

fictionalised song on what would become the album Blood on the Tracks, it also 

employs the most sustained plot (contrasting it with the more non-linear style 

present on the album). It also employs an exclusively external narrator (the 

singer’s persona is that of an omniscient witness to the events depicted], in 

contrast with the internal narration employed throughout the rest of the album. 

This 'directorial' stance is notable when Dylan comes to film material analogous to 

this song for 1978's Renaldo and Clara.

Composed in the spring /sum m er of 1974, the song’s gestation period can 

be dated to a point in Dylan’s career when the tutelage of artist Norman Raeben 

had begun to influence his entire aesthetic. This may account for some of the

5 Heylin, StHI on the Road, 21.
* As surmised by Heylin, 'Lily' is the first song com posed for what would become Blood on the 
Tracks. It is featured first (and with little alteration from the finished take) in the Blood on the 
Tracks note book, where Dylan com piled his drafts for several of the album's songs. See Heylin, Still 
on the Road, 21 -3 .
 ̂Heylin, Still on the Road, 21.
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song's visual motifs and themes.^ These themes, which would form the 

foundations for Blood on the Tracks, include an interest in depicting characters' 

identities as shifting and wholly dependent on one's point of view. In ‘Lily, 

Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts' for instance, the term  ‘Jack of Hearts' is used as a 

name but also as a simile. This allows for the titular character's comparison to the 

persona of the 'Jack of Hearts’ playing card. This gives the term multiple meanings 

and adds an ambiguous twist to the end of each verse, where the narrator could be 

referring to the man, the archetype or the playing card. This elusiveness is 

exemplified in the final line of the third verse: 'Lily called another bet and drew up 

the Jack of Hearts’. A similar equivocal line comes at the end of the ninth verse: 

'She was gazin’ to the future, riding on the Jack of Hearts.’ This slipperiness is 

intensified as the character exists almost nebulously, without any psychical 

features attributed to him. His motivations are mysterious and his evasiveness is 

attested to by the actions ascribed to him by the narrator [all of which take place 

‘off-screen’).^ This reliance on inference and innuendo informed a great deal of 

Dylan’s 1960s material; a brief explanatory section here will show the degree to 

which Dylan drew from this older writing style in the service of a fictional 

narrative, and how the process leads to a format employed in his cinematic opus 

Renaldo and Clara.

A technique found in the structures of much of Dylan’s 60s material and 

resurrected in this song is the assumption of prior knowledge on the part of the 

listener. This stance, taken in several of his earlier songs, assumes familiarity on 

the listener's part, by omitting explanatory background material that would 

contextualise the song's subject m atter or themes. This engaging technique is 

found throughout Highway 61 Revisited (1965] and Blonde on Blonde (1966], 

namely in ‘Ballad of a Thin Man', ‘Fourth Time Around' and ‘Temporary Like 

Achilles'. Whereas these songs assumed a camaraderie and like-mindedness in 

regards to sexual politics and societal mores, the conversational ease of ‘Lily' and 

its erudition in regard to the characters' relationships manages to foster an

® Art teacher N orm an Reaban had a sizeable im pact on Dylan, w hich will be explored m ore 
thoroughly  in a subsequen t ch ap te r on Dylan’s Renaldo and Clara.
® W hile this contains th e  seeds of w hat flourishes in Blood on the Tracks, it has its an teceden ts in 
Dylan’s 1967 album  John Wesley Harding, m any of w hose laconic features rem erge in th is 
com position. The im portance of John Wesley Harding w ith regards to Dylan’s films will be looked at 
in m ore detail in a subsequen t chap te r covering Dylan’s ro le in Pat G arrett and Billy the Kid.
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analogous inform ality in the realm  of m anifest fiction. This can be seen from the 

song's first line: 'The festival was over, the boys w ere all plannin' for a fall.’ The 

listener cannot be expected to know the significance of the festival, nor to whom 

the ‘boys' refer to, nor the type o f'fall' they are heading for. The im pression is of a 

story in progress tha t the listener m ust catch up with. It becomes obvious as the 

song develops, however, tha t the listener is being kept a t arm ’s length deliberately, 

and th a t Dylan is positioning the audience in the role of confidante. Dylan, in 

leaving so much unsaid, sim ultaneously places us in a paradoxical position of both 

an intim ate equal and outsider, as we understand  intuitively tha t D ylan-the-author 

is purposefully om itting narrative details, while his n arra to r pulls us close w ith a 

tone of inclusivity.

With 'Lily, Rosemary and the jack of H earts’, Dylan’s storytelling flair for 

tease and om itting/w ithholding inform ation is in full force. Recalling the 

ambivalence of John Wesley Harding (1967] but pu t here to a different use, the 

tantalising obliqueness often w orks through an all-pervading sense of inference. 

Many aspects of the story, such as Lily's history with Jack and the m ysteriousness 

of his appeal and legend, are all achieved by a judicious use of piecemeal 

inform ation and w ordplay tha t conveys a larger narrative beneath the surface. 

This can be an engaging technique as it gives the listener a stake in putting the 

pieces together in a subjective fashion. This quality links it to Blood on the Tracks 

at large, w here the w riting is a t once elliptical yet also redolent with concrete 

sensual detail tha t conveys a strong  sense of'reality '.

Vocally, Dylan's arch perform ance conveys an am usem ent in depicting the 

tale. He em braces the 'Chinese w hispers’ quality of the lyric, adding a w arm  

inform ality through alm ost gossipy touches ('It was known all around th a t Lily 

had Jim’s ring’]. Lyrically, the re  is a playfulness at work, with the ostensibly 

detached n arra to r deftly a t hom e in the lexicon of the characters’ world. The 

iconography of the card game carries over into the n arra to r’s descriptions, which 

are littered  w ith references to playing cards. While Dylan's singing persona is 

superficially an external narrator, he is im plicated in his own tale by his 

identification w ith—and insider know ledge of—the main players. The narra to r 

easily flits in and out of scenes and situations with tabloid savvy and savoury 

detail. The n arra to r grants us voyeuristic backstage access: 'Lily w ashed her face.
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took her dress off and buried it away’, as well as hinting at prior intimacy in the 

reported  dialogue between her and the Jack (‘"Has your luck run out?” she laughed 

at him, "Well, I guess you m ust have known it would someday"’). Like other 

qualities of the song, this enters into Renaldo and Clara, which will be examined 

shortly.

As Blood on the Tracks would emerge following the breakthrough of 'Lily, 

Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts’, so too does Dylan’s vast filmic experiment 

Renaldo and Clara emerge from much of that 1974 album's methods of narration. 

As a means of showing a sequential evolution from Blood on the Tracks 

(specifically 'Lily’ at this point] to Dylan’s cinematic vision, I would like to 

illustrate ways in which 'Lily’ and its innovations, as found elsewhere on Blood on 

the Tracks, inform what eventually would be released in 1978 as Renaldo and 

Clara.

Firstly, the song and film have a number of themes and motifs in common. 

Like the film, ‘Lily’ is littered with references that are suggestive of performance. 

This is bolstered by parallel suggestions of the instability of identity. The card 

game played by the characters in ‘Lily’ is Five Card Stud (a variant on poker], with 

all its a ttendan t associations of bluff and facades that disguise one's true ‘hand’. 

Rosemary w ears 'false eyelashes', and is tired of playing 'the role' of Big Jim’s wife. 

Lily later removes her clothes in the presence of the Jack of Hearts—a literal 

stripping-away of layers. Later on she has 'taken all of the dye out of her hair '—her 

fakery literally extending to her roots. Reflections and visual echoes also perm eate 

the lyrics; the Jack of Hearts moves 'across the mirrored room ’, while Rosemary 

sees 'her reflection in the knife'. The Dylanesque dichotomy of two contrasting 

female figures (Lily and Rosemary in this case] returns from Blonde on Blonde, and 

appears again in Renaldo and Clara in the guise of famed folk-singer Joan Baez and 

Dylan’s then-wife Sara. The symbols of reflections also figure prominently in 

Renaldo and Clara. There are multiple instances of characters performing their 

lines in front of mirrors, while performers likewise apply make-up in front of these 

reflections.

Given its pre-em inent position as the first song w ritten in a period of cross

pollination between projects, 'Lily' features several facets that filter down through 

later Blood on the Tracks songs, before emerging in the compositions found on the
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album Desire (1976) and subsequently Renaldo and Clara. Lily's dialogue 

backstage with the Jack of H earts links up w ith the female voice of the Blood on the 

Tracks song 'Tangled Up in Blue'; the la tter 's  line ‘"I thought you'd never say hello," 

she said /  "You look like the silent type '” having the sam e knowing repartee  as this 

verse in 'Lily':

"Has your luck run out?" she laughed at him, "Well, 1 guess you m ust 
have known it would som eday 

Be careful not to touch the  wall, th e re ’s a brand-new  coat of paint 
I’m glad to see you 're still alive, you’re lookin' like a saint"

Similarly, the hardboiled dialogue of Lily in a backstage setting has resonances 

with several instances in the film. A notable example is Joan Baez’s prickly 

confrontation w ith Dylan in the apartm ent, and the film  noir overtones of her 

encounter with him at the D ream away Lodge bar. Baez's line: 'I got dressed up to 

come down here. I heard you w ere coming through tow n' has a terseness and 

hard-bitten  quality favoured by Dylan, as evidenced in his appropriation of film 

dialogue into his lyrics, which will be explored later. Several of the 'Lily' 'scenes' 

are precursors to those in the film; the intim ate backstage ban ter w ith Lily and 

Jack has a degree of sim ilarity with actress and singer Ronnee Blakely's scene with 

guitarist Steven Soles' character Ramon, as well as Dylan and Sara’s scene together 

in front of a m irror. (Detailed in a subsequen t chapter, much of this song's scenes 

and settings recur tw enty  nine years la ter in Masked and Anonymous.)

The use of scenery and stage-like settings in 'Lily, Rosemary and the Jack of 

H earts’ also presages future trends. The cabaret, Lily's backstage se t and the card 

game are all depicted as convincing visual spaces, and prefigure the use of 

locations and 'se ts’ in Desire’s 'Romance in Durango’ and 'Black Diamond Bay'. 

Dylan's strongly visual 'stage direction ' can also be discerned, as can the artist's  

em ulation of cinem atic editing. In this example from 'Lily', for instance, one can 

see how  Dylan mixes stage direction w ith 'close-ups' and 'insert' shots tha t convey 

a rapid  to-and-fro betw een the actors’ faces, props and physical gestures:

No one knew  the circum stance bu t they say tha t it happened p re tty  quick
The door to the dressing room  bu rst open and a cold revolver clicked
And Big Jim was standin ' there, ya couldn't say surprised
Rosemary right beside him, steady in her eyes
She was w ith Big Jim bu t she was leanin' to the Jack of Hearts
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The first line is an example of the aforementioned conversational shorthand that 

Dylan employs throughout the song. The line ‘they say that it happened pretty 

quick' has a sense of third-hand reportage that throws doubt on the veracity of the 

account. The second line, however, exemplifies Dylan’s ability to cut to a close-up 

from a medium shot, in this case T h e  door to the dressing room' and the insert of 

the ‘cold revolver' clicking. Dylan manages here to be both precise and oblique in 

his choice of words. The 'click' of revolver, while having an onomatopoeic 

specificity, still leaves doubt in the mind of the listener as to w hether the gun 

jammed or a shot was fired. Dylan also manages to characterise his players by the 

‘blocking’ of the actors on the set. In the verse’s final line, we hear that Rosemary 

was with her husband Big Jim, 'but she was leanin’ to the Jack of Hearts' [emphasis 

mine]. The use of this physical gesture is an effective way of visualising the 

interior life of the character, as earlier in the song it is reported that: ‘She was tired 

of the attention, tired of playin' the role of Big Jim's wife', while ‘She was gazin' to 

the future, riding on the Jack of Hearts.' Such visual language is not of course 

confined to cinema, but the way Dylan controls the listener's mental images is 

strikingly cinematic in the way in which he abruptly adjusts the lyrical focus to 

further the story and create suspense. To borrow a term  from cinematic discourse, 

the fast-paced editing of the verse is arresting in the context of the song's staginess 

and its ubiquitous use of western genre signifiers.

The song also alights on Dylan's use of props in songs, again linking it to a 

theatrical/cinematic tradition. The listener can visualise Rosemary's knife owing 

the specificity of how it is described [Lily sees her reflection in it). This prop later 

reappears ‘in Big Jim's back'. Establishing the knife in this m anner has a 

commonality with screenplay practices whereby an element is introduced early in 

the story in order to account for its later re-use by one of the characters. Props and 

their foreshadowing play a large part in Desire's ‘Black Diamond Bay', while 

symbolic 'props' are a key feature of Renaldo and Clara [the hat and the rose for 

instance].

In sum, ‘Lily, Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts', in reinvigorating the 

confident informality of the Blonde on Blonde era can be seen as a significant 

signpost along the path of Dylan’s re-emergence from creative diffidence and 

uncertainty. Dylan’s skill in putting these older elements to use in new contexts
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constitutes a m ajor reiteration of his narrative expertise. Tethered to this is his 

use of ‘cuts’ in a cinem atic setting to m anipulate the listener’s mental image o f a 

given scene. In this highly stylised setting, he also exploits the contradictory 

impulses w ithin the m aterial. On one hand, the visuals are precise w ith vivid 

descriptions of surroundings, for example the line: ‘In the darkness by the 

riverbed they w aited on the ground.’ Existing alongside this type of visual 

specificity is Dylan's tendency tow ards adum bration, with the character of the Jack 

of Hearts epitom ising this intangibility. This can be seen in Dylan’s 

characterisation of the antihero in the seventh verse:

She’d come away from a broken home, had lots of strange affairs 
With m en in every walk of life which took her everyw here 
But she’d never m et anyone quite like the Jack of Hearts

In an ap t resolution to the song’s elaborate story, the Jack of Hearts is now here to 

be found in the closing verses:

Big Jim lay covered up, killed by a penknife in the back 
And Rosemary on the gallows, she d idn’t even blink 
The hangin’ judge was sober, he hadn’t  had a drink 
The only person on the scene m issin’ was the Jack of Hearts

Similar im pulses come to the fore in scenes shot for Renaldo and Clara, w here 

Dylan evokes the very real history of his Greenwich Village past, and includes 

scenes of m arked intimacy with his then-w ife Sara (and old flame Joan Baez) while 

sim ultaneously employing a veneer of perform ance and fiction. Among the reels of 

footage shot for the film, Dylan notably retains im agery inferring multiple roles 

(m irrors, reflections, actors and role-playing] tha t are found in ‘Lily, Rosemary and 

the Jack of Hearts.’

2.3 ‘Tangled Up in Blue'

One of Dylan’s m ost lauded and scrutinized songs, 'Tangled Up in Blue’ w as a high- 

w aterm ark  for Dylan in the 1970s, resp lendent w ith his strengths from the 1960s 

m aterial yet w ielding an array  of innovative com positional qualities. While being 

m ore painterly  and poetic than cinematic in construction, its visual largesse does 

have a distinctly cinematic expanse. The song is com prised of a series of vignettes
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exploring a romantic relationship. Dylan, however, takes several stock scenarios 

and adds layers of provocative ambiguity, playing with chronology, conflating 

roles and obscuring his narra to r’s part in the lovers’ tale[s). Dylan has expounded 

on this approach, where specific people and individual episodes meld together:

I guess 1 was just trying to make it like a painting where you can see the 
different parts but then you can also see the whole of it. With that 
particular song, that’s w hat I was trying to do [...] with the concept of time, 
and the way the characters change from the first person to the third 
person, and you're never quite sure if the third person is talking or the first 
person is talking. But as you look at the whole thing it really doesn’t 
matter.^*’

The unsettled perspective created by the judicious use of shifting pronouns 

contributes to the instability in the story’s telling, yet Dylan counteracts this 

slipperiness with an adherence to visual, spatiotemporal scenarios, as he had done 

in 'Lily'. Yet in contrast to that song. Tangled Up in Blue’ sees Dylan characterising 

his players through speech and scenes which adhere to a more grounded reality, 

as opposed to the heavily fictional western milieu of ‘Lily’. Given the shifting 

perspectives of this song, the decision to concretise the players with visual details 

forms an effective parallelism with the lack of a stable narrator.

Dylan achieves this in numerous ways; among them is his recurrent use of 

locations and scene-setting visuals. The characters invoke destinations and places, 

incrementally adding to the sense of a lived-in history: 'Heading out for the East 

Coast’, 'We drove that car as far as we could /  Abandoned it out W est’, 'I had a job 

in the great north woods', 'So 1 drifted down to New Orleans’ are just some 

examples. The verisimilitude balances out the fluctuating perspectives into 

something more substantial. Dylan also melds descriptive passages with action, 

characterising the space they occupy at the same time as characterising the actor: 

'She lit a burner on the stove /  And offered me a pipe' in particular suggests a 

rustic, relaxed setting, whilst alluding to the woman's comforting domesticity. 

Under the auspices of such precise, concrete space and situational behaviour, the 

narrator transitions from relating the story generally to relating it to the 

addressee of the verse:

1° Cameron Crowe, ‘Cameron Crowe Interview,’ booklet for Biograph, compact disc boxset, 
Columbia 02-488099-10 ,1997 , 52.
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Then she opened up a book of poems
And handed it  to me
W ritten by an ItaHan poet
From the th irteenth century
And every one of them words rang true
And glowed like burn in ’ coal
Pourin' o ff o f every page
Like it  was w ritten  in my soul from  me to you

Combining such visual clarity w ith  an intangible perspective accentuates both 

qualities precisely because o f the ir contrasting nature. The fusion o f litera l 

descriptions ['she opened up a book o f poems /  And handed it  to me’] mixed w ith  

figurative language ['Pourin ’ o ff o f every page’] coming from such mutable 

standpoint [evidenced by the narra tor’s move from a general audience to a 

specific person] is a key feature o f the song’s ab ility  to convey m ultiple 

perspectives at once.

Throughout the song Dylan freely shifts attitudes and vocabulary, moving 

from chatty biography: '1 had a job in the great north woods /  W orking as a cook 

for a spell /  But I never did like it  all that much /  And one day the ax just fell' to 

evocative scene-setting: 'I lived w ith  them on Montague Street /  In a basement 

down the stairs /  There was music in the cafes at night /  And revolution in the air.' 

While never contradicting each other, these modes of speech communicate a 

m ultitudinous diversity o f time and personality that expands and contracts freely. 

The expansiveness of Dylan’s palette and how fu lly he achieved his stated aims 

singles out 'Tangled Up in Blue’ as one o f his most successful compositions, but 

also as a precursor to a sim ilar expanse of time and space w ith  Renaldo and Clara.

'Tangled Up in Blue' is one o f many songs to eventually appear in Renaldo 

and Clara [in  this case, as a live performance] and it  arrives, significantly, in the 

aftermath o f a particularly fraught scene featuring Dylan, his then-wife Sara and 

Joan Baez. Appearing at this juncture which conflates autobiography and fiction, 

‘Tangled Up in Blue' is suggestive o f an encapsulation o f that idea. While its 

sequencing is suggestive o f a connection to that scene in particular, ‘Tangled Up in 

Blue’ can be also be looked upon as the most analogous and complementary song 

to the film 's overall structure and imagery. The verses, like the vignettes o f the 

film , perpetuate one another, while several images and ideas, such as travelling 

and continual movement, are found in the film 's frequent shots o f moving vehicles
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and landscapes. Shifting identities in 'Tangled Up in Blue’ can also be found in the 

multiplicity of figures occupying different roles in Renaldo and Clara. (Explored 

later, this film is playful with the roles it assigns to its performers; Dylan plays 

'Renaldo', while performer Ronnie Hawkins plays 'Bob Dylan’.] Structurally, the 

de-emphasis on sequential chronology found in 'Tangled Up in Blue' shapes 

Renaldo and Clara, as does its fascination with the detailing of occupations, 

locations, and most especially the minutiae of relationships.

2.4 ‘Black Diamond Bay'

One of Dylan’s most distinct cinematic songs, w ritten with theatre director and 

songwriter Jacques Le\/y, 'Black Diamond Bay’ is the song on Desire most akin to a 

script. It tells the story of a colourful cast of characters and their travails at a hotel 

in Black Diamond Bay, while the imminent threat of a volcanic eruption looms in 

the background. The song (unusually for Dylan) is faded in during the coda of the 

album’s preceding song 'Romance in Durango'. The opening features harmonica 

from Dylan, who reprises the use of the instrum ent over the song’s closing 

measures. Despite the likelihood of simple pragm atism — Heylin suggests the 

difficulty of capturing the perfect take in the studio^^—the mirroring of this song’s 

introduction with its coda suits the lyric's mordant sense of futility and perpetuity. 

By opening the song in this way, Dylan also blurs the ending of one piece and the 

s ta r t of another, and in doing so suggests that this song's story is already in 

progress. There are shades here of 'Lily, Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts', whose 

opening line suggests a plot already in motion. That Dylan achieves this musically 

with ‘Black Diamond Bay' is an interesting evolution, as Dylan's use of a musical 

idea to convey the entrance into on-going story shows a nuanced evocation of the 

lyric's themes within a musical framework. In keeping with the focus on cinema, 

the opening is the equivalent to a fade, o r—given its connection to the prior 

song—a dissolve from one story to another.

Throughout, Dylan and Levy direct our eye as a camera would: ‘Up on the 

white veranda /  She wears a necktie and a Panama h a t ’ The key word is the 

preposition 'up' which positions the listener as gazing up towards the character 

from a lower floor. Such specific directionality, as seen too in 'Lily,' pervades the

Heylin, Still on the Road, 1 0 1 -2 .
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song. The listener’s eye is guided through a variety of 'shots', including inserts: 

'Her passport shows a face /  From another tim e and place'; low angle shots: 'She 

walks across the m arble floor'; close ups: 'She smiles, walks the other way', and 

panoram ic w ide angles: 'As the last ship sails and the moon fades away'. Dylan and 

Levy also establish a structure of zooming out at the end of each of the verses from 

inside the location of the reso rt to the landscape of Black Diamond Bay itself. The 

precedent is set in the first verse, w here the listener is suddenly m ade aw are of a 

vast exterior, having being prim ed with a num ber of specific images of an interior:

She walks across the m arble floor
W here a voice from the gambling room  is callin' her to come on in
She smiles, walks the o ther way
As the last ship sails and the moon fades away
From Black Diamond Bay

The dram atic expanse as depicted in each verse ’s closing lines also prefigures a 

more dram atic transition in the last verse. As the listener is gradually introduced 

to the im pending destruction of the reso rt by indicators of oncoming d isaster 

(such as the second verse’s lines: 'She sta rts  to speak, bu t he walks away /  As the 

storm  clouds rise and the palm branches sway /  On Black Diamond Bay') the rug is 

ultimately pulled away in the closing verse, w here the calamity of the erupting 

volcano is depicted as just another new s story  on the television, viewed by an 

apathetic narrator.

The cinematic qualities of the song are achieved in a num ber of o ther ways. 

The lyrics place an em phasis on visuals and the evocation of sound, as opposed to 

abstractions. The w riting is littered  w ith adjectives th a t enhance the air of 

verisimilitude; it is not just 'fog', bu t 'yellow fog', while there is also the 'm arble 

floor', the 'spiral staircase’, a 'horse-draw n taxi’, a 'handw ritten  sign', all of which 

add a degree of tangibility to the descriptions of the surroundings. Likewise the 

song is populated w ith aural specificities, such as the frequent use of dialogue 

betw een the players and the detailing of the surrounding’s am biance ('the rain

It is not inconceivable that this focus on more precise imagery came from co-w^riter Jacques Levy. 
In a quote taken from Larry Sloman's On the Road with Bob Dylan, Levy reveals a penchant for such 
visual specificity, as conveyed by the right adjective. In reminiscing about the writing of Desire's 
‘Romance in Durango’, Levy gave a clue as to this predilection: 'So the first line was "Hot chilli 
peppers in the sun,” and I remember saying, "No— blistering sun," so we got the first line.’ See 
Derek Barker, 'Apathy for the Devil: Jacques Levy, Desire, Joseph Conrad, and "Black Diamond Bay,"’ 
in ISIS: A Bob Dylan Anthology, Derek Barker (ed.) (London: Helter Skelter, 2004), 1 7 4 -1 8 7  (176).
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beats dow n’, the knocking on the Greek resident's door, 'a voice from the gambling 

room ’]. This use of imagery and sound enhances the immersive effect and is akin 

to theatrical or cinematic presentation. Co-writer Jacques Levy has suggested that 

this effect was one he consciously aimed for in the writing phase:

When we started to w ork on the song the sense that I was feeling was like 
in the movies w here they have all those jungle birds screeching loudly and 
you just know that there is some imminent danger. Well, there  was 
something of that, just that movieish feel about the whole thing.i^

The fate of the characters is, as a result, given a degree of pathos by the realism of 

these surroundings’ depictions. The Bay’s destruction is likewise afforded gravitas 

by the provocative imagery used to describe the disaster. These include 

descriptions of a mass-exodus occurring in both the human population and in 

nature: 'As the last ship sails and the moon fades away /  From Black Diamond Bay’ 

in the first verse, and in the third: 'As the rain beats down and the cranes fly away 

/  From Black Diamond Bay.’ The use of weather too lends an apocalyptic tone to 

the Bay’s fate; the lines 'As the storm clouds rise and the palm branches sway /  On 

Black Diamond Bay’ again show Dylan and Levy’s skill in depicting the scenery in a 

distinctly visual manner, with an illustration of the w eather’s effect (‘palm 

branches sway’] allowing the listener to 'see’ the surroundings. Grounding the 

narrative with realistic geographical touches lends the song a greater poignancy 

and counteracts the effect of pastiche. Since the listener is allowed to view the 

song’s characters as clearly-delineated personalities, and the th rea t of disaster is 

enunciated in such rich detail, the tw ist is also made all the m ore startling and 

challenging since the apathy of the narrator is likely to come as an affront to the 

listener.i '̂̂

Barker, ‘Apathy for the Devil,’ 183.
I"* Levy interestingly was aware of this, and was anxious to counter against too much emotional 
engagem ent from the listener: ‘The problem was that the more w e got in to the song and the more 
juicy the characters and their situation became, the less sense of detachment the listener fe lt  
Therefore I had to try and get that feeling back. To make the song work you have got to turn the 
corner and get into another place and look at it from another view altogether’. See Barker, ‘Apathy 
for the Devil,’ 185. Comparatively, with the writing of 'The ]ack of Hearts’, Dylan’s narrator does 
not break the spell o f the story with an acknowledgem ent its medium. He instead leaves the 
character of Lily 'thinkin' ’bout the Jack of Hearts’ in the fictional universe, and w ithout an ironic 
com m entary at the end.
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The setting itself also helps to establish a stylised 'reality' for the song's 

characters to inhabit. In keeping with the panoramic expanse of the exterior, the 

interior setting of the hotel resort is established as a bustling, multifaceted space, 

pre-eminently visual in construction. Perhaps attributable to Levy's theatrical 

background, the writers convey a sense of the hotel as a set, with hallways, rooms 

and levels all being evoked to create an impression of physical logic and utility. 

What the writers choose to depict is notably disciplined and economical in scope. 

The listener is kept inside the hotel at all times, save for the imagery of the Bay. 

Dichotomies emerge due to sharp transitions between types of 'set', but also by 

the mood struck in different parts of the location. A prime example of this can be 

found in the second last verse, w here there  is a move from a claustrophobic, 

underground space, indicative of gloomy utility and realism, to a high vantage 

point outside, w here the action and language are flagrantly romantic and stylised:

The floor caved in and the boiler in the basement blew 
While she's out on the balcony w here a stranger tells her 
"My darling, je vous aime beaucoup"

The sense of contrast produced by these abrupt transitions is inherently filmic, in 

line with cross-cutting editing techniques between two planes of action running 

concurrently which are in terdependent within the narrative.

The pattern of alternating interiors with exteriors has a cinematic quality 

all of its own, but this dichotomy is put into greater relief by the sudden shrinking 

of the demise of the Bay into the banal domestic space depicted in the song's 

closing verse. Dylan and Levy perform a sleight-of-hand in transposing the 

narra tor of the Bay's collapse with an indoors narrator, who goes 'to grab another 

beer'. The narrator 's  tone likewise in this last verse shifts to one of casual 

informality and disinterest, creating a contrast with the previous narra to r’s 

expressiveness and sense of engagement (found in the melodrama of a line such 

as: 'And all the remnants of her recent past /  Are scattered in the wild wind'].

Dylan and Levy add to the piquant contrasts with their evocation of a jaded 

routine. The drama of the language used to depict the Bay's destruction is brought 

into focus by the banality of the new  setting: 'I was sittin' home alone one night in 

L.A. /  Watchin' old Cronkite on the seven o'clock news', and the narra to r’s
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detached indifference: 'It seems there was an earthquake’ [my emphasis] and 

‘Didn't seem Hke much was happenin’’. The change in perspective is therefore 

sharpened by the domestic bubble into which the dramatic story is suddenly 

thrust into, bu t also by the new narra to r’s pronounced dullness and cynicism.

This contrast between interiors and exteriors is one part of a larger 

distinguishing feature of the song, namely the use of narrative threads that recur 

throughout the tale. This sensibility is distinctly script-like in how it revisits 

elements of plot and dialogue to further the story. There is the use of recurring 

‘props’ such as the 'panama hat', the pen, rope and the ring, that once established 

are revisited in turn  throughout the remainder of the narrative. Such an unusual 

degree of linear narrative consistency and staginess has been addressed by Levy:

Every once in a while Bob has tried to do that, like with '...Jack of Hearts,' 
but it's not easy for him to stick with a narrative. He's much stronger with 
[...] a series of images that are sometimes quite abstract, but little by little 
open up the idea that you’re after. There may be many narratives in it for 
one or two verses, but the whole thing usually is not part of one long 
narrative. It is not his style, but it is a style tha t he likes. I guess it’s a prose 
style, but it's also the style of movies and theatre. For example, [...] the 
opening of 'Hurricane’ [another Dylan-Levy co-composition and opening 
track on Desire] [...] reads like stage directions: "Enter Patty Valentine," and 
"Pistol shots ring out." Using that present tense is the way in which you 
write stage directions.

The cast of characters are also given a degree of narrative closure. Once 

introduced as part of the resort's  ensemble, each respond to the disaster occurring 

outside in a variety of ways; the 'loser in the gambling room ’ finally breaks the 

bank for example, and the clerk's jaded cynicism (perhaps stoicism] is attested to: 

'But the desk clerk said, "It happens every day"’. The mysterious 'she’ who 

commands the centre of the cast meanwhile is given a poignant farewell, as the 

object of a stranger's last words:

While she's out on the balcony, where a stranger tells her 
"My darling, je vous aime beaucoup"
She sheds a tear and then begins to pray 
As the fire burns on and the smoke drifts away 
From Black Diamond Bay

Barker, 'Apathy for the Devil,’ 182.
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Dylan and Levy em bed cinem atic qualities in o ther ways. There is a sense tha t the 

characters are being viewed from a largely external P.O.V., with little in the w ay of 

novelistic insight into the ir personal thoughts. The song is largely sung in the th ird  

person, with the focal point being the w om an (the m ysterious 'she') w ith the 

'panam a hat' who opens and closes the story, yet we see the characters and assess 

them  largely on their external behaviour as opposed to the ir internal motivations. 

The res t of the cast are characterised alm ost solely by the ir actions and dialogue, 

w ith narrative com m entary keep to a minimum, save for a few instances not- 

unbefitting an om niscient narrator, for example, the line: 'The soldier and the tiny 

man w ere crouched in the corner /  Thinking of forbidden love’. Keeping the 

characters and their behaviour as sights to be observed is closer in style to th a t of 

a filmed script, with the characters being fleshed-out based on the ir archetypical 

connotations (that is, the Woman in Trouble, the Gambler, The Stranger, and o ther 

stock characterisations derivative of film  noif).

These cinematic archetypes are also used to set the mood and tone. Many 

of the song’s motifs and settings evoke classical-era Hollywood, nam ely 1940s 

W arner Brothers p ic tu r e s .T h e  leading lady’s inscrutability is distinctly redolent 

of film  noir—her hard-bitten dialogue in this verse being an effective sim ulacrum  

of a femme fatale’s response to an unw anted suitor:

He tried  to grab the w om an’s hand
Said, "Here's a ring, it cost a grand"
She said, "That ain’t  enough"

The song's nam eless 'she' also arrives at the Bay w ith a chequered past: 'And all 

the rem nants of her recent past /  Are scattered in the wild w ind', w hile her sultry 

dem eanour can be found in her coy response to unw anted attention: 'A voice from 

the gam bling room is callin' her to come on in /  She smiles, walks the o ther way'. 

The cast of charism atic bit-players, from the losing gambler, the 'tiny man', the 

suicidal Greek resident and the tetchy soldier convey a melting pot of exotic 

m ystery—the desk clerk's fez and liberal use of the French language in particular 

calling to mind Casablanca [1942], while the 'panam a hat' in particular was w orn 

by actors Sydney G reenstreet and Paul Henreid in tha t film. Co-writer Jacques

Heylin, Still on the Road, 99.
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Levy in a retrospective interview recalled that this was the precise effect he sought 

after:

The desk clerk, well, he’s straight out of a Sidney Greenstreet movie [...]. It 
wouldn't be surprising to see Greenstreet or Peter Lorre come around the 
corner at any moment. That's the sense of the place for me. That is w hat 1 
was trying to achieve. The hotel is probably run by Humphrey Bogart.i'^

As part of the song’s eclecticism, Dylan and Levy mix screwball comedy elements 

with noir romance and disaster movies, as if jumping from one Hollywood genre to 

the next in the same verse. This accrues to a persuasive narrative universe, making 

Dylan and Levy’s re-contextualisation of the Bay’s fate in the last verse all the 

m ore effective. Like the establishment of recurring props, however, the 

groundw ork has been laid to a certain extent throughout the song for sudden 

shifts in perspective and emotional tone. Such shifts include the move from 

gallows hum our (the gambler finally winning as the volcano erupts] to poignant 

tragedy [the stranger declaring his love for the woman on the balcony d la Romeo 

and Juliet) to the shift to a panoramic view at the end of each verse. Dylan even 

works the element of sudden change into the musical structure; he exchanges the 

pace of the crotchets for a group of semiquavers—augmented by rapid chord 

changes—to coincide with the transition between the scenes in the resort and 

those of the Bay. This further enhances the sudden change of perception 

throughout the song, the final verse being a culmination of this shift.

Despite the last verse’s seeming abruptness, many of its features have 

precursors in the preceding song, and can be viewed as not an ironic postscript so 

much as an essential element of the song’s meaning. Co-writer Levy has confirmed 

the preem inent status of this verse as key to the song: 'That final verse was 

intended right from the beginning, that was the whole apathy thing. I didn’t know 

exactly how to get there from the beginning, but 1 had to get to that apathy.’ This 

detached response, imbued in the apathetic reaction to the story on television is 

w hat interested Levy:

When the sting finally comes at the end of the song when the listener 
realises that the whole thing is being seen through the eyes of someone

Barker, 'Apathy for the Devil,’ 184. 
Barker, 'Apathy for the Devil,’ 184.
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watching TV in LA, someone who simply couldn't care less, the attitude of 
the guy is very cool; he hears something about a panam a hat and a pair of 
old Greek shoes, bu t he doesn't pay much attention to it. The way so many 
of us hear something on the television about a disaster or something and 
it’s just another one of those things. "1 guess I'll go get another beer and 
carry on with my own life”. The song started from that idea, the idea of 
pure apathy.i^

Interesting for this investigation is the degree to which the language of cinema 

was put in the service of this idea. Dylan and Levy, in using archetypical characters 

drawn from 1940s and 1950s Hollywood, and in composing the lyrics in a fashion 

that recalls the editing techniques and dialogue of those films, make an interesting 

juxtaposition between the content of such films and that of news reportage. As we 

gather from the last verse, the events of Black Diamond Bay are a news story ('I 

was sittin’ home alone one night in L.A. /  Watchin’ old Cronkite on the seven 

o'clock news') and the narra to r  dismisses them as 'another hard-luck story'. In 

conflating the real events of Black Diamond Bay with the unreality of film, the 

narra tor is able to dismiss the news as entertainment, viewing and responding to 

real events with the same mind-set as one would engage with a fictional drama 

('Didn't seem like much was happenin' /  So 1 turned it off and went to grab 

another beer']. The narrator 's  indifference is suggestive of the extent to which 

news and film, in sharing the same space (the medium of television), also employ 

the same stylised means of construction, as well as possessing a similar 

disposability. The evocation of the medium here is essential; its ability to blur the 

boundaries between filmed entertainm ent and news seem to contribute to the 

narrator 's  response. As Dylan and Levy initially present Black Diamond Bay as a 

film, before revealing it as news, there  is a tacit implication tha t they are perceived 

as one and the same, the unreality of the stylised world part-and-parcel with real 

world events in the eyes of narrator, whose ordinariness (as suggested by the 

lyrics and Dylan’s vocal in f lec t io n s] , im p lie s  the commonality of his attitude.

Barker, 'Apathy for the Devil,' 181.
In both the written lyrics and Dylan's performance, vocal markers are used suggest the 

narrator's lack of sophistication and nonchalance. The narrator drinks beer, refers to the ubiquity 
o f  old Cronkite' for frequent view ers of the TV in the 1960s and 1970s, w hile the line 'And there's 
really nothin' anyone can say' conveys a lack of engagem ent and imagination. Dylan also adapts a 
clipped delivery of certain words suggesting colloquial dialect, such as 'sittin',' 'happenin',' 'nothin',' 
and 'gonna.'
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The manner of presentation: that of a strophic ballad with a narrative 

structure, characters, locations, and a sense of dramatic resolution, is suggestive of 

Levy’s influence. Levy has been forthright, however, in explaining how Dylan’s 

song-writing norms influenced the initial format o f ‘Black Diamond Bay’:

One of the things about Bob’s songs is that they don’t take on the traditional 
pop song with two verses and then a bridge and then a verse. That’s not the 
way the songs usually go. They are more based on the idea of an old ballad 
w here the verse keeps repeating in the same form over and over for as 
many verses as you need it to go. Once we had a pattern established then I 
was able to just keep writing to that pattern.^i

Likewise, the presence of such strong archetypes and a clear affection for 1940s 

and 1950s cinema makes the weighting of influence much less clear-cut. When 

asked about the prime contributor of the lyrics, Levy consented to having written 

‘most of the lyrics’, bu t was keen to stress the strongly collaborative process, and 

to point out that 'after a while you don’t exactly know who came up with what, and 

that's the way it should b e ’.^̂

Dylan’s fondness for Hollywood studio movies from the 40s and 50s can 

also be discerned elsewhere in his work. In a subsequent section looking at 

Dylan’s 'Brownsville Girl’, his use of film dialogue as song lyrics will be discussed. 

Evocations of impending disaster are  also features of Dylan’s work and are found 

as far back as the 1962 composition of ‘A Hard Rain's A-Gonna Fall’, while the 

strongly cinematic mode of ‘Black Diamond Bay’ has its antecedent in ‘Lily, 

Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts'. Among Dylan’s collaborations with Levy, ‘Black 

Diamond Bay’ has arguably the most designedly script-like construction, and sees 

Dylan reining-in his capacity for ambiguity into a more linear and concrete 

narrative. The use of recurring motifs also makes this song stand out as amongst 

his most dependent on cinematic lore.

2.5 ‘No Time to Think'

During the editing stages o f Renaldo and Clara, which would be released at the end 

of January 1978, Dylan composed a song entitled 'No Time to Think’ as part of a 

larger group of songs tha t would eventually be released on the 1978 album Street-

2' Barker, ‘Apathy for the Devil,’ 183. 
22 Barker, 'Apathy for the Devil,’ 185.
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Legal, the successor to Desire. The first known performance of ‘No Time to Think’ 

was a t an im promptu rehearsal of several Street-Legal songs at Dylan’s Rundown 

Studio on 26 December, 3̂ implying that the song had at least been gestating 

during the final stages of post-production on Renaldo and Clara. The next (and 

second to last) time it was recorded was 27 April 1978, the version that appeared 

on Street-Legal.^'^

Possibly because of its proximity to the editing process of Renaldo and 

Clara, ‘No Time to Think' sees Dylan composing a lyric of analogous complexity 

and thematic ambition, and revisiting a group of themes time and again 

throughout the song (not unlike the use of recurring motifs of Renaldo and Clara). 

The song is comprised of eighteen verses, organised in strophes of nine, each 

strophe ending with the phrase ‘no time to think’. The music is hypnotic; by 

employing a 6 /8  time signature, Dylan conveys a sense of constant movement and 

circularity, befitting the inability of the song’s narra to r  to come to terms with the 

myriad of external pressures he feels besieged by.

The song is linked to Renaldo and Clara by virtue of several incremental 

elements. In a series of interviews conducted by renowned Beat poet (and Rolling 

Thunder participant) Allen Ginsberg, which took place in September, October and 

November of 1977, Dylan spoke at length about Renaldo and Clara. During the 

course of these interviews, the performer makes clear his conception of the film: 

'The movie is Renaldo’s d r e a m . ' ^ s  According to Dylan, ‘No Time to Think’ also 

occupies a dream space. In an interview conducted in the aftermath of Street- 

Legal’s release, Rolling Stone interviewer Jonathan Cott quizzed Dylan on the song:

JC: A song like ‘No Time to Think' sounds like it comes from a very deep 
dream.
BD: Maybe, because w e’re all dreaming, and these songs come close to 
getting inside that dream. It's all a dream  a n y w a y . ^ ^

Heylin, Still On the Road, 130.
Olof Bjorner, 'Still on the Road: 1978 Spring Sessions’ 

fhttp://www.biorner.com/DSN03890%201978%20Spring%20Sessions.htm. 26 April 2012).
25 Allen Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed by Allen Ginsberg (and Pierre Cotrell),’ in Wanted Man: 
In Search of Bob Dylan, John Bauldie (ed.) (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 120-137 (132).
2® Jonathan Cott, 'Interview with Jonathan Cott, Rolling Stone, November 16, 1978,’ in Bob Dylan: 
The Essential Interviews, Jonathan Cott (ed.) (New York: Wenner Books, 2006), 251-270 (258).
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In a coincidental remark (yet not devoid of semantic value), Dylan pre-empts the 

song’s title  (and dream-like quality) in this exchange between Dylan and Ginsberg:

AG: Who does Renaldo th ink  he is?
BD: He thinks he’s anybody but Renaldo. What time does he have to think? 
He dreams. He doesn’t think. Thinking would make him a logical man. He’s 
not thinking, he’s only acting and dreaming.^^

Serendipitous choice of words aside, ‘No Time to Think’ is comprised o f symbolic 

and representational language, linking it  to Dylan’s conception o f Renaldo and 

Clara?^ In looking at the song’s sim ilarities w ith  Dylan's cinematic opus, there is a 

likeness to the film ’s interconnectivity o f imagery and motifs, discernible in the 

song’s propensity for internal rhym.e. This is not a new concept for Dylan, yet the 

overtness and proliferation o f it  in 'No Time to Think’ is notable.^^ Like Renaldo 

and Clara, ‘No Time to Think’ is suffused w ith  near-constant rhyme. Whereas the 

‘rhymes’ are o f a visual and musical nature in the film  (the use o f recurring 

imagery and symbolism for example), the song’s verses are dense w ith  elaborate 

assonance and alliteration, such as in the firs t verse. The underlin ing in this 

passage indicates the dense web of assonance, while the bold le ttering highlights 

the instances of alliteration and consonantal alliteration:

In death, you face life w ith  a child and a w ife 
Who sleep-walks th rough your dreams into walls 
You’re a soldier o f mercy, you're cold and you curse 
"He who cannot be trusted must fall"

Such an array of rhymes is put in service o f the song's lyrical concerns, namely the 

unrelenting barrage of weighty ideas that overwhelm the narrator. These concepts 

are delivered as lists of abstract nouns at the opening o f the second verse in each 

strophe, and include:

Loneliness, tenderness, high society, notoriety

Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 125.
In his conversation with Ginsberg, Dylan points out the representational and symbolic values of 

many of the film ’s characters and imagery. See Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed.’
29 Dylan, for instance, did not automatically employ this heavy emphasis on rhyme throughout 
Street-Legal, and even seems to have purposely eschewed it in 'Changing of the Guards’, the 
progenitor for the rest of the album and arguably its most representative song. See Heylin, Still On 
the Road, 121.
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And also:

Memory, ecstasy, tyranny, hypocrisy 

While the eight verse begins:

Paradise, sacrifice, mortality, reality

These daunting and ultim ately oblique concepts appear to overpow er the 

narrator, leading to the titu lar phrase at the close of each of these verses. The 

unrelenting rhym e can be seen as a strategy to propel the listener through each 

successive line, creating a sensation as espoused by the n arra to r of being unable to 

truly consider the concepts tha t he is relentlessly confronted with, w hilst also 

alluding to their underlying complexity. The irony and paradox of such a bind is 

conveyed by Dylan’s vocal delivery, w here his expression of 'no time to think' 

takes on a suggestion of incredulity at this inability to contem plate ideas in any 

depth.

The sense of an overbearing proliferation of abstractions also extends to 

the length of the lines them selves, as the song regularly features incomplete 

syntax. Such a use of enjam bm ent is ap t for the song's subject m atter, as it creates 

a hurried sensation of urgency or disorder. Yet Dylan also exacerbates the tension 

created by the delay of meaning at the pause of the lines' end by having the line 

spill over into the next group of m easures. In this way he helps to further the 

feeling of sensory overload felt by the narrator, as the subject of the line cannot be 

contained by the song's pattern  of m easures. For instance, while the fifth verse 

reads on paper as the following:

Judges will haun t you, the country priestess will w ant you
Her w orst is be tte r than best
I've seen all these decoys through a se t of deep turquoise eyes
And I feel so depressed^'’

Dylan sings the last two lines like so:

I've seen all these decoys through a se t of deep turquoise
Eyes, and I feel so depressed

Bob Dylan, Lyrics: 1962-2001, (London: Simon & Schuster, 2004), 386.



47

This technique implies tha t the sentiment is too large for the param eters of the 

form, and ties in with the sense of being overwhelmed by weighty and abstract 

topics. The 6 /8  pattern propels the music at a momentum that appears to move 

too quickly for the ideas that the narra tor is trying to grapple with, and in doing so 

enacts for the listener the feeling of having 'no time to think’.

Of interest at this point is how elements of Renaldo and Clara overlap with 

'No Time to Think’, and the degree to which Dylan’s mind-set in editing the film 

can be discerned in the song’s composition. Coupled with the length of'No Time to 

Think’, and the num ber of subjects tackled therein, the song and Renaldo and Clara 

share an analogous loquaciousness and an expansive thematic sweep. As we know 

from Allen Ginsberg's detailed recollection of the process, Dylan’s editing of 

Renaldo and Clara was conducted using an individualistic filing system, 'breaking 

down reels into subjects & themes, personages, [and] recurrent images’.^i 

According to Ginsberg:

The themes isolated early are abstract classic obsessions [which] originally 
lined up in a gamut of archetypes as follows: Dreams, Money, Love & Men & 
Women, Marriage, Children & Mother, God, Poetry & Music, Sex, Death, 
Rolling Thunder Review [s/c]. Pilgrims & US, Indians, Prophecy & Teachers, 
Jewishness, Prison, Police, Kidnapping, Sighs, Dogs, L y i n g  &  T r u t h .

An attem pt to encapsulate similar weighty concepts is discernible in 'No Time to 

Think’. Dylan’s interest in a broad thematic canvas can easily be discerned in the 

bom bardm ent of abstractions that pervade the song:

Memory, ecstasy, tyranny, hypocrisy

Socialism, hypnotism, patriotism, materialism

Paradise, sacrifice, mortality, reality

Like Renaldo and Clara, the total effect of the song depends on the incremental 

build-up of these ideas, as well as through the concurrent use of lyrics that anchor 

these concepts to aural and visual depictions. This can be seen at work in the

Allen Ginsberg, 'A Draft of an Introduction to Renaldo & Clara,' in W anted Man: In Search o f Bob 
Dylan, John Bauldie [ed.) (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 1 1 8 -1 2 0  (1 1 8 ,119 ).
32 Ginsberg, ‘Introduction to Renaldo & Clara,' 118-119 .
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fourteenth verse, w here Dylan moves from the indefiniteness of the abstract 

nouns to two images, both with a strong aural and visual sense—the third line in 

particular processing an onomatopoetic quality:

Socialism, hypnotism, patriotism, materialism 
Fools making laws for the breaking of jaws 
And the sound of the keys as they clink 
But there 's no time to think

Renaldo and Clara meanwhile adapts a similar strategy, with Dylan attempting to 

convey archetypical concepts in visual tableaus, which will be detailed in a future 

chapter.

The song and film also share symbolism, namely that of the mirror:

You glance through the m irror and the re ’s eyes staring clear 
At the back of your head as you drink 
And there's no time to think

The m irror recurs throughout Renaldo and Clara, often tw inned with the ritual of 

applying make-up. What is interesting is that in ‘No Time to Think' our perception 

is confronted with an impasse as the narra tor looks 'through' a mirror at eyes 

watching him from behind. This fosters a peculiar doubling of the 'gaze' within the 

lyric, as we perceive through the eyes of someone watching the narrator ['the back 

of your head' image) and from the P.O.V. of the narrator, observing himself being 

watched (the reflection). There is also the schism in interpretation here of 

w hether the image is literal, in that the narra tor glances to see the reflection of 

someone watching him from behind, with its connotations of invaded privacy and 

shock, or the surrealist conceit tha t the narra tor sees a reflection of the back of his 

own head (Dylan interestingly uses the word 'through' as opposed to 'at' 

suggesting a t r a n s p a re n c y ) .A g a in ,  the multiplicity of perception is a notable 

preoccupation. The evocation of a paradoxical image (with its unresolvable 

duality) in the context of the m irror is an apposite conceit in conveying the 

narra to r’s grappling with nebulous concepts and the fracturing of his 

understanding. Similar scenes can be found in Renaldo and Clara, particularly in

33 Gray has posited that the use of surrealism here, where a man sees the back of his own head 
w hile facing the mirror, calls to mind Magritte's Reproduction Prohibited (Portrait o f Edward James) 
[1937], as well as Lewis Carroll, in the imagery of looking 'through' the mirror. See Gray, Song & 
Dance Man III, 144; 226.
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the Ramon (Steven Soles] and ‘Mrs. Dylan’ [Ronee Blakely] scene, which is shot so 

as to be reflected off two different mirrors.

Along with the recurrence of the mirror, the image of the rose (and its 

symbolic value] also travels between both film and song. In his series of interviews 

with Ginsberg, Dylan speaks about the image of the rose in terms of its symbolic 

connotations—its metaphorical role in Renaldo and Clara being that of a ‘vagina 

travelling around’. D y l a n ,  in speaking about the part of the Girlfriend in the film, 

further expands upon the symbol’s subtext in regards to its ability to tempt, as 

well as its links to impurity: ‘The one pure figure in the movie is The Girlfriend. 

She’s actually the one person in the movie thinking more of Renaldo than of 

herself. She’s never got a rose.’̂  ̂ Similarly, for the character played by Helena 

Kallianiotoes, Dylan implies that the rose is connected to temptation and 

earthliness: ‘Helena represents something—a true figure of mystery or purity? She 

really is the unattainable of the world, on the material plane—both attainable and 

unattainable. She never has a rose, never needs one.’^̂  Dylan also traces the 

meaning of the rose for the other female players, again suggesting its temptational 

role and vaguely ominous implications: ‘Clara [...] picked it up and w ent off alone 

to the train station, w here she sees and lures Renaldo for the first time.’̂  ̂ Later, 

when Dylan discusses the role of Mama: ‘She’s very materialistic. She’s got the rose 

w rapped up in her head, as does Scarlet [ R iv e ra ] .’^^ Regarding the role of Rolling 

Thunder’s violinist Scarlet Rivera, Dylan is explicit: ‘Scarlet constantly represents 

the vagina, the rose’, whilst further explicating the symbol’s character: ‘We can 

also refer to the rose as "the dark opening’”.

Under these auspices, Dylan’s understanding of the rose’s connotations 

appears in a similar guise in ‘No Time to Think’ as a means of conveying a similar 

connection to lurid sin and materialism:

The bridge that you travel on goes to the Babylon girl
With the rose in her hair
Starlight in the East and you’re finally released

Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 131. 
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 131. 
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 130. 
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 132. 
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 132. 
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 131.
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You’re stranded but with nothing to share

The evocation of Babylon, in the context of this song, is one with negative 

associations of corruption and vice.'*̂ '’ With the added biblical resonance of the girl 

from Babylon (alm ost certainly designed to evoke the Book of Revelation’s W hore 

of Babylon] the rose of the verse seem s to bridge the value system  of both the film 

and the song.'^i Renaldo and Clara, for instance, features extended scenes set in a 

bordello, prefigured as the inescapable 'Diamond Hell’ featuring Sara Dylan and 

Joan Baez am ongst others in the guise o f  w h o r e s

That Renaldo and Clara has a rapport with aspects of Dylan’s song-writing  

of the period can be found in these telling instances of vocabulary and similar 

thematic concerns. Dylan’s projections for his next m ovie (abandoned after 

Renaldo and Clara's poor reception) saw  Dylan wishing to tackle large themes: 

T h e next one will be different. It will be about Corruption, about Pride, about 

Vanity, and about Obsession.’'̂  ̂ Dylan’s language here is obviously analogous to 

the recitation of similar abstract nouns in ‘No Time to Think’. There are other 

incidental visual bridges created betw een Street-Legal and Renaldo and Clara, such 

as the Indian figure, who can be found in the album ’s last track 'Where Are You 

Tonight? (Journey Through Dark Heat]’: 'A full-blooded Cherokee, he predicted to 

me /  The tim e and the place that the trouble would start’. The interest in 

distinctions betw een dreams and reality can be found in 'Senor (Tales Of Yankee

This incidentally ties the idea to an earlier verse that links the notion of a bustling city with sin 
and biblical betrayal; 'In the Federal City you been blown and shown pity /  In secret, for pieces of 
change’.
‘‘I Like the 'Judges will haunt you’ verse quoted above, Dylan accentuates the tension of the first 
line by using an incomplete clause that, owing to the 6 /8  rhythm, is not resolved until the second 
line. In contrast to its w ritten form, Dylan actually sings the lines:

The bridge tha t you travel on goes to the Babylon 
Girl with the rose in her hair

Dylan vacillated slightly on his interpretation of the 'bordello' scenes. In his interviews with 
Ginsberg, he corrects himself after referring to the scene as a set in a bordello ('It’s not a Bordello’), 
settling instead on the 'Diamond Hell’ designation ('The girls sitting in that room are [... J locked 
into Diamond Hell and are not giving pleasure to no-one’). See Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 
129. In his interview with ]onathan Cott for Rolling Stone published in January 1978, Dylan again 
refers to the scene as set in a bordello by referencing an actress featured in that same scene: 
'Earlier one of the women in the whorehouse talks about the ego-protection cords she wears 
around her neck.’ See ]onathan Cott, 'Interview with ]onathan Cott, Rolling Stone, January 26,1978,’ 
in Bob Dylan: The Essential Interviews, Jonathan Cott (ed.) (New York: W enner Books, 2006), 171- 
197 (179). The scene w here the actress refers to her jewellery as 'ego-protection’ is set in the 
bordello /’Diamond Hell’ segments.

Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 137.
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Power]’: ‘A gypsy with a broken flag and a flashing ring /  Said, "Son, this ain’t a 

dream no more, it’s the real thing'”—the figure of the gypsy also appearing in 

Dylan’s film. ‘Changing of the Guards’ meanwhile features the line: 'The palace of 

mirrors /  Where dog soldiers are reflected’, furthering the preoccupation with 

reflections.

Dylan was open in regards to his debt to his cinematic venture for inspiring 

much of Street-Legal. In an interview conducted for Rolling Stone published in 

January 1977 [before the release of the album], Dylan made the connection 

explicit:

My experience with film helped me in writing the songs. I probably 
wouldn’t  have written any more songs if i hadn’t  made this film. I would 
have been bummed out, I wouldn't have been able to do what 1 knew could 
be done’.̂ '̂

After the release of Street-Legal and his conversion to evangelical Christianity in 

late 1979, Dylan’s lyrics took on a new compositional style, heavily influenced by 

his new belief system. Writing in a cinematic style—thematically and 

structurally—would not be revived until the mid-1980s. Dylan's use of film 

dialogue became a marked preoccupation throughout Empire Burlesque (1985], 

and would experience a full flowering in the song 'Brownsville Girl’, released on 

1986’s Knocked Out Loaded and co-written with Renaldo and Clara collaborator 

Sam Shepard.

2.6 'Brownsville Girl’

Arguably the song most indebted to Dylan’s interest in cinema, this eleven-minute 

work from the album Knocked Out Loaded (1986] is rich with references to the 

tropes and iconography of Hollywood, specifically the w estern  genre. The song’s 

first two verses recall a film seen by the narrator, and function as a springboard 

for a dense and elusive narrative w here the narra to r  conflates fragments from 

multiple stories in a meta-textual web:

Well, there was this movie I seen one time
About a man riding ’cross the desert and it s tarred  Gregory Peck

Jonathan Cott, 'Interview with Jonathan Cott, Rolling Stone, January 26, 1978,’ in Bob Dylan: The 
Essential Interviews, Jonathan Cott (ed.) (New York: Wenner Books, 2006), 1 7 1 -1 9 7  (196).
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He was shot dow n by a hungry kid trying to make a nam e for himself 
The tow nspeople w anted to crush th a t kid down and string him up by the 
neck

Well, the m arshal, now he beat tha t kid to a bloody pulp 
As the dying gunfighter lay in the  sun and gasped for his last breath  
"Turn him loose, let him go, let him say he outdrew  me fair and square 
I w ant him to feel w hat it's like to every m om ent face his death”

The film in question is The Gunfighter [1950) starring Gregory Peck, and Dylan's 

sum m ary at the song’s ou tset is inspired  by the film's denouem ent. At this point, 

the narra to r is recalling the film as a spectator. Later in the song, however, Dylan 

sings the following verse:

Something about tha t movie though, well I just can 't get it ou t of my head 
But 1 can 't rem em ber w hy I w as in it or w hat part 1 was supposed to play 
All I rem em ber about it was Gregory Peck and the way people moved 
And a lot of them  seem ed to be lookin’ my way

As part of a rueful am algam ation of identities practised by Dylan throughout the 

song, this verse functions as am ong th e  m ost explicit. Here Dylan deftly suggests a 

m ultitude of histories occupied by th e  singer. The first line calls attention to the 

commercial identity of the film from the point of view of the paying custom er: 

'Something about tha t movie though' [emphasis mine]. The next line clearly shows 

that the persona of the singer is not confined to any easily classifiable position, as 

the line, 'w hat part I w as supposed to play' suggests the role of an actor. By the last 

lines, the 'people' indicated seem  to be prefigured as the film's characters, and 'a 

lot of them  seem ed to be lookin’ my way' hints tha t they are looking a t another 

'character': tha t of the singer in the realm  of the diegesis.

Dylan re tu rns to the figure of Gregory Peck later in the song, often from the 

perspective as a fan ('He's got a new  one out now, I don 't even know w hat it's 

about /  But I'll see him in anything so I'll stand  in line'). The narra to r's  partiality 

for the actor crosses over w ith th a t of the author. When asked how he spen t his 

th irtie th  birthday, Dylan responded: 'We w en t to see a Gregory Peck movie— I’m 

quite a fan of his’.'’̂  ̂Dylan and his n a rra to r therefore enjoy a m utable relationship, 

as the au tho r mixes his public persona w ith th a t of his fictionalised narrator.

Gray, Encyclopedia, 96.
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Dylan also peppers the lyrics with w ords and phrases that allude to 

Hollywood— particularly westerns. This provides for the evocation of a 'painted 

desert' in the fourth verse, with its suggestion of the artifice of a painted studio 

backdrop. The fifth verse’s line 'we slept near the Alamo’ calls to mind the 

historical event as well as the John Wayne western. In the penultimate verse, 

Dylan sings the evocative line:

All 1 rem em ber about it was it s tarred Gregory Peck, he wore a gun 
and he was shot in the back 

Seems like a long time ago, long before the stars w ere torn down

In the context of the actor, Dylan would appear to be punning on the word 'stars', 

calling to mind both the apocalyptic implications of the phrase, and Hollywood 

stars. The latter meaning ties neatly into an earlier verse’s expression of fondness 

for the actor ('He's got a new one out now, 1 don't even know w hat it’s about /  But 

I'll see him in anything so I’ll stand in line’] and a nostalgia for an older generation 

of stars, befitting the authorial Dylan.

Tied in with these suggestive phrases, there is also an emulation of filmic 

dialogue throughout the song. Dylan's appropriations (if one can discern any 

pattern], typically have a wry terseness, redolent of Dashiell Hammett, Humphrey 

Bogart and film-noir, and which radiate Dylan's fondness for the output of the 

studio-system era in Hollywood. Dylan in 2009 was effusive in his praise for this 

period in American films:

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 ever done. If film is the ultimate 
a rt  form, then you’ll need to look no further than those films.'^^

The ninth verse contains a scene demonstrating the mixture of an 

archetypal character and Hollywood-inflected speech that makes the song so 

suggestive of a film. The character in question is Ruby, who is introduced 'in the 

backyard hanging clothes, she had her red hair tied back’:

Then she told us how times were tough and about how she was thinkin' of 
bummin' a ride back to from w here she started

D ouglas Brinkley, 'Bob Dylan’s America,’ Rolling Stone  1 /1 0 7 8  (1 4  May 2009 ): 4 2 -7 6  (60).
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B utya know, she changed the subject every time m oney came up 
She said, "Welcome to the land of the living dead"
You could tell she was so broken hearted
She said, "Even the swap m eets around here are getting pretty  corrup t”

Dylan continues the ir repartee  in the subsequent verse, providing an effective 

contrast betw een the verbosity  of his buoyant and youthful narra to r and the wise 

and w eary dem eanour of Ruby:

"How far are y’all going?" Ruby asked us with a sigh 
"We’re going all the way 'til the  w heels fall off and burn 
'Til the sun peels the paint and the seat covers fade and the w ater moccasin 

dies"
Ruby just smiled and said, "Ah, you know  some babies never learn"

Dylan’s use of visual and aural cues to add particularity to his characters is 

discernible here. By having Ruby sigh her dialogue in the first line, the listener can 

sense her age and disillusionm ent. Dylan too m anages to suggest her m aturity  in 

her choice of designation for her visitors (‘som e babies never learn’). This is in 

marked contrast to the n arra to r’s response, which is breathless in its fulsome 

com m itm ent to an ideal. In con trast to Ruby's te rse  question, the narra to r qualifies 

his response ['all the way') with four supplem entary images m eant to em phasis 

his zeal. The choice of vocabulary for the n arra to r is notable too, as it foregrounds 

and fetishises death as a fram ew ork for expressing how passionately [and possibly 

naively) the narra to r w ishes to 'go all the w ay’. The naivete of the narra to r’s reply 

is confirmed in Ruby's knowing rebuttal, w here she credits the youthful optimism 

and sim ultaneously suggests its innocent folly: 'Ruby just smiled and said, "Ah, you 

know som e babies never learn"’.

Gray has identified the cinematic aspects of'Brownsville Girl', particularly 

the sense of Technicolor cinem atography and implicative dialogue:

Exchanges tow ards the  end of the song resem ble nothing so much as great 
fragm ents of movie dialogue. They could belong to Bogart and Bacall. The 
whole song offers the extra irony of being in itself like a half-rem em bered 
movie w ith its episodes and flashbacks and cuts, its panning cam era eye 
and its w idescreen pageant. We see Ruby so clearly out there in the dusty 
yard, hanging out tha t w ashing in the dry w estern  air, w here your eyes can
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follow the flat land way off in the distance. We feel the complexity of her 
character from the very few lines of dialogue we hear her speak.^^

'Brownsville Girl' is part of a larger trend in Dylan's mid-1980s work of 

incorporating film dialogue into his lyrics. While Dylan had from an early age 

incorporated film references into his w r i t i n g s ,G r a y  points out that by the 'mid- 

1980s period covering the Infidels, Empire Burlesque and Knocked Out Loaded 

albums, this linkage with Hollywood spreads [...] in Dylan's work'.^^ To take 

examples from one specific film, Dylan has quoted multiple times from John 

Huston's film -noir classic The Maltese Falcon (1941]. In this film, Humphrey 

Bogart's Sam Spade says ‘I don’t mind a reasonable am ount of trouble', which 

makes an appearance in the Empire Burlesque song ‘Seeing the Real You at Last':

Well, I don't mind a reasonable am ount of trouble
Trouble always comes to pass
But all I care about now
Is that I'm seeing the real you at last

Spade also tells Mary Astor's femme fatale: 'I'll have some rotten nights after I've 

sent you over, but that'll pass.’ In ‘Seeing the Real You at Last', Dylan transm utes 

this into: 'Well I have had some rotten nights /  Didn’t think that they would pass.’ 

In Empire Burlesque's ‘When the Night Comes Falling from the Sky’, Dylan sings 

'Don't look for me, I'll see you', which again can be traced to a line in The Maltese 

Falcon: ‘You don’t have to look for me. I’ll see you’. The same song features the 

line: ‘It w on’t m atter who loves who /  You'll love me or I'll love you /  When the 

night comes falling from the sky.’ This can be heard in the film as: ‘I don 't care who 

loves who; maybe you love me and maybe I love you.' The film features the 

dialogue: ‘We w ant to talk to you Spade’; ‘Well, go ahead and talk.’ In ‘Tight 

Connection to My Heart', Dylan gives both lines to his narrator: ‘You w ant to talk 

to me /  Go ahead and talk.'^^

Gray, Encyclopedia, 98.
Gray, Encyclopedia, 225.
Gray, Encyclopedia, 226.
Gray, Encyclopedia, 226. John Lindley, writing in the Dylan fanzine The Telegraph, was 

instrumental in tracing much of Empire Burlesque’s lyrics to Humphrey Bogart films. See John 
Lindley, 'Empire Burlesque & The Maltese Falcon,' in The Telegraph 1 /2 5  [Autumn/W inter 1986): 
75-80 .



56

This selection from The Maltese Falcon only scratches the surface of Dylan’s 

incorporation of film dialogue. Gray has expressed a largely positive attitude 

tow ards Dylan’s co-opting of such sources:

These film scrip t snatches, barely if a t all modified by Dylan, are so 
unm em orable and unarresting  as content yet are mostly so attractive,
tersely energetic and im itable as conversational rhythm s. Dylan’s sub 
editing, his tightening-up, gives them  their radiance. You m ight feel tha t 
they’re easy building blocks for w rite r’s-block sufferers, [...] or you might 
feel tha t Dylan has m ade him self inw ard with, and then re-expressed 
creatively, yet ano ther branch of American popular culture.

Heylin has been m ore sceptical, arguing that:

This form of appropriation w ent from deft to heavy-handed in the 
tw inkling of an eye. He began by using it sparingly and judiciously, to 
dazzling effect, in the m agnificent [...] 'Brownsville Girl’, bu t by the time he 
came to Knocked Out Loaded he was all bu t content to set sub-Hollywood 
dialogue to old rockabilly tunes.^^

Dylan’s intere.st in the films and filmmaking in this period peaked w ith his starring 

role in Richard M arquand’s Hearts o f  Fire (1987], and sim ilarly receded in its 

wake, it would take until 2003 for Dylan to apply him self both in front of and 

behind the cam era one m ore time.

2.7 "Cross the Green Mountain' to Modern Times

In the afterm ath  of Dylan’s re tu rn  to critical and commercial approbation in 1997 

w ith the release of Time Out o f  Mind, Dylan’s activity both in front of and behind 

the cam era also experienced a resurgence. Dylan’s m ost significant film project 

since Renaldo and Clara was the 2003 production of Masked and Anonymous, a 

surreal com edy-dram a film d irected  by Larry Charles w ith a scrip t co-w ritten by 

Dylan and the director, and also featuring the perform er in a starring  role (his first 

since 1987’s Hearts o f  Fire). Also, Dylan’s connection w ith the cinem atic w orld 

found a new trend  in his readiness to provide original m aterial for film 

soundtracks. Beginning w ith his acclaimed contribution to W onder Boys (2000],

Gray, Encyclopedia, 230.
52 Heylin, Still on the Road, 9.
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Dylan has provided several more original songs for a variety o f films, and in the 

case o f the 2010 road-movie, My Own Love Song, the incidental music.

While Wonder Boys is deserving o f particular attention and w ill be 

examined in due course, arguably the most significant o f Dylan’s recent film  songs 

has been his contribution to the American Civil War epic Gods and Generals 

(2003J. A rriv ing at an interstice between two significant albums (2001's "Love and 

Theft" and 2006’s Modern Times], Dylan's song contribution "Cross the Green 

Mountain’ finds the singer exploring an approach to lyric  w ritin g  that chimes not 

only w ith  the subject o f the film  but also w ith  a juxtapositional form at not 

dissim ilar to film ic montage. In the discussion that follows I w ill provide context 

for Dylan’s w riting  techniques circa the beginning o f the tw enty-firs t century, and 

show how "Cross the Green Mountain' functions as a fulcrum between Dylan’s two 

adjacent albums and as a forum for exploring a new montage-based w ritin g  style. 

Firstly, "Love and Theft" w ill be investigated as a means o f establishing a context 

for Dylan's evolving w ritin g  style, and how its approach is carried over and 

incorporated into Modern Times.

Dylan's output post-2000 has become more prism atic in construction; that 

is to say, the w riting  and performance style o f these recent works increasingly 

refracts disparate textual sources into a multifaceted new whole. This w riting  

style, based on assemblage, inspires a particular set o f methods to convey 

meaning. These strategies for compiling m ultifarious texts are based on 

juxtaposition, incongruity and an emphasis on the listener’s subjective response. 

"Love and Theft" and Modern Times are the two key albums where these processes 

can be discerned.

The firs t step in examining the narrative style o f Dylan’s post-T/me Out o f 

Mind  albums is to draw attention to his use o f previously available text— lite rary 

and musical— woven around his own original text. Existing in various guises from 

his earliest recordings, this practice became dom inant in Time Out ofMind.^^ W ith 

2001's "Love and Theft", i t  has evolved into a raison d'etre unto itself. As indicated 

by the title, "Love and Theft" is pieced together from  m ultip le sources. W ith 

regards to the lyrics, 'floating' phrases, either single lines or couplets, pervade the

Gray, Song & Dance Man III, 16.



58

album and give the w ork as a whole a degree of tonal consistency. As explicated by 

Gray:

The old blues work much like the album, by assembling common-stock 
phrases, common-stock verses, and by recombining them, with tweaks and 
mis-hearings and spontaneous alteration, making something new.^'^

Transferring lines from one to song to another in the writing process is by no 

means uncommon for Dylan.^^ His inclination in these latter-day works, however, 

to use this process so pervasively throughout the entirety of the album is notable.

Another feature of this style is the lack of narrative delineations. On many 

prior albums amid the m ore symbolist lyrics, Dylan strikes a rich narrative vein, 

throwing the more stream-of-consciousness pieces into relief None of the songs 

from "Love and Theft" chart a concrete sequence of events. Rather than the songs 

or album being taken to a narrative close a la Blonde on Blonde or fohn Wesley 

Harding, the final tracks and final lines instead form the last piece of a tapestry  

whose effect is strengthened by its proximity to other elements. In this album, the 

dominant lyrical unit is a kind of wry couplet. Lines such as 'Been w orkin’ on the 

mainline—workin’ like the devil /  The game is the sam e— it's just up on another 

level' from the song 'Po' Boy', or the line ‘The ladies down in Darktown, they're 

doing the Darktown Strut /  You always got to be prepared but you never know for 

what' from the song 'Sugar Baby’ have a metrical and tonal similarity. That these 

phrases colour so many of the songs has the impact of breaking down the barriers 

between individual tracks and implying a strong dialogic quality from beginning to 

end.

Vocabulary and modes of language form a relationship and a dialogue with 

each other throughout the entirety  of the album. Jokes and one-liners, for instance, 

can be found across different songs. 'Po’ Boy’, for example, includes this line in the 

last verse:

Gray, Encyclopedia, 428.
55 Oh Mercy (1989) and Time Out o f  Mind engineer Mark Howard has spoken in an interview about 
Dylan’s proclivity for moving lines from one song into another: 'He would *always* be working o 
his lyrics [s/c]. He’d have a piece of paper with thousands of words on it, all different ways, [...] just 
words all over this page. He’d sit chipping away at the words, pulling words from other songs, 
putting them in there’. See Damien Love, 'Bob Dylan: Tell Tale Signs Special— Mark Howard’ 
fhttp:/ /www.uncut.co.uk/bob-dvlan/hob-dvlan-tell-tale-signs-special-m ark-howard-interview. 20 
September 2012).
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Knockin' on the door, 1 say, "Who is it and where are you from?"
Man says, "Freddy!" I say, "Freddy who?" He says, "Freddy or not here I 
come"

‘Summer Days' meanwhile features the following:

Politician got on his jogging shoes
He must be running for office, got no time to lose

Shakespearean references can also be found in multiple songs. This exchange 

appears in 'Floater (Too Much to Ask)’:

Romeo, he said to Juliet, "You got a poor complexion 
It doesn’t give your appearance a very youthful touch!”
Juliet said back to Romeo, "Why don’t you just shove off 
If it bothers you so much"

Meanwhile, 'Po’ Boy’ features in the fifth verse:

Othello told Desdemona, "I’m cold, cover me with a blanket 
By the way, what happened to that poison wine?”
She says, "I gave it to you, you drank it"

Allusions to family members also traverse the songs. 'Po' Boy’ includes a number 

of them in one verse:

My m other was a daughter of a wealthy farmer
My father was a traveling salesman, 1 never met him
When my m other died, my uncle took me in—he ran a funeral parlor
He did a lot of nice things for me and I won’t forget him

‘Floater (Too Much to Ask)’ meanwhile features a verse with a similar descriptive 

impetus:

My grandfather was a duck trapper 
He could do it with just dragnets and ropes 
My grandm other could sew new dresses out of old cloth 
I don’t  know if they had any dreams or hopes

Structurally similar tracks also comprise the album, such as the analogous 'Cry A 

While’ and 'Honest With Me', while ‘Bye And Bye’, ‘Floater’ and ‘Po’ Boy’ are cut 

from similar conceptual cloth. These linkages contribute to the album’s wholeness, 

with no one song functioning as a touchstone. Instead of the narrative resolution
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of a 'Black Diamond Bay', the "Love and Theft" songs instead resolve in a way that 

hints at an emotional resolution without the attendant machinations of a plot. In 

"Love and Theft" this is typically brought on by a gradual, intuitive perception of 

[or insight into] the reality or essential meaning of something, usually initiated by 

a simple, homely or commonplace occurrence or experience. An instance of this 

can be found in the final verse of 'F loater (Too Much to Ask]':

It’s not always easy kicking someone out 
Gotta wait a while—it can be an unpleasant task 
Sometimes somebody wants you to give something up 
And tears or not, it's too much to ask

Without having introduced characters, the listener is invited to grasp the 

narrator 's  dilemma, and discern his attitude (and course of action] from the 

implications of his final thoughts.

The use of travelling couplets and other malleable phrases has an 

additional effect, namely the occasional juxtaposition of contrasting lines into one 

verse, unified by rhyme and m eter but whose attitude is discordant. This is the 

logical result of avoiding traditional narrative; in the absence of a concrete story, 

the listener must derive meaning from smaller narrative units. While in "Love and 

Theft" Dylan often ties the verses together using a consistent emotional tone (see 

'Summer Days' and 'High Water' in particular], the practice throws up greater 

friction when he pursues it in Modern Times. Taking as an example the "Love and  

Theft" song  'Floater (Too Much to Ask]'—the amiable tone of the song undergoes a 

shift in the following verse:

If you ever try to interfere with me or cross my path again
You do so at the peril of your own life
I'm not quite as cool or forgiving as I sound
I've seen enough heartaches and strife

In this verse, Dylan contextualises the foreboding final two lines. With the 

explanatory phrase, 'I’ve seen enough heartaches and strife', Dylan accounts for 

his na rra to r’s shift in tone as a response to his past experiences. Taking as a 

comparison 'Thunder on the Mountain’, the opening track on Modern Times, this 

verse includes a much m ore ab rup t tonal shift from the first two lines to the third 

and fourth:



61

1 got the porkchops, she got the pie
She ain 't no angel and neither am I
Shame on your greed, shame on your wicked schemes
I'll say this, 1 don 't give a damn about your dreams

This is furthered by Dylan vocally, who is particularly percussive on the word 

'shame' —the choice of emphasis on this word accentuating the sudden transition 

between the first and second couplet. These narrative non sequiturs are frequent. 

Another example found in ‘Thunder on the Mountain' is:

I've been sitting down studying the art of love
1 think it will fit me like a glove
1 vi^ant some real good vi^oman to do just what I say
Everybody got to w onder what's  the m atter with this cruel world today

This verse hinges on another non sequitur; the narra tor aims to enlighten himself 

in 'the a rt  of love', which accentuates the unexpected chauvinism in the third line. 

While one can see this as overspill from Dylan's 'copy and paste' methodology, he 

seems to pursue the strategy in multiple areas of Modern Times.^^ The frequent 

use of erratic lyrics that resist even basic categorizations such as time, space and 

context, can be seen as an extension of the roaming couplets of "Love and Theft". 

Having already looked at examples of this effect from 'Thunder on the Mountain', a 

particularly telling example is 'Workingman's Blues #2' from Modern Times.

The juxtaposing of verses in this song conveys several different 

perspectives, sometimes in the same verse—not necessarily from different points 

in time as in Blood on the Tracks but from several versions of the narrator. Dylan 

places us in many locations throughout. There is 'I'm listenin' to the steel rails 

hum', ‘Tossed by the winds and the seas', 'Well, they burned my barn ' and 'All 

across the peaceful sacred fields'. Such diffuseness is not altogether implausible, 

yet further fissions cast doubt on the sense of narratorial consistency. An example

See also 'Someday Baby’ for 'Well, I don't want to brag, but I'm gonna wring your neck /  When all 
else fails I'll make it a matter of self-respect’ coming directly after 'So many good things in life that I 
overlooked /  I don't know what to do now, you got me so hooked’. Also, in 'Rollin’ and Tumblin”, 
where renewal and promise suddenly veer into doom: 'Well, I got up this mornin’, seen the rising 
sun return (x2) /  Sooner or later you too shall burn’. ‘Spirit On the Water’ too after a consistent 
mood has the penultimate verse (sung with the same sw eetness as all the others): ‘1 wanna be with  
you in paradise /  And it seem s so unfair /  1 can’t go to paradise no more /  I killed a man back 
there’, before switching back to the gentle 'You think I'm over the hill /  You think I’m past my 
prime /  Let me see what you got /  We can have a whoppin’ good tim e’.
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is in the penultimate verse where there is a gulf between the first and second 

ABAB poetic unit:

Now I'm down on my luck and I'm black and blue
Gonna give you another chance
I'm all alone and I'm expecting you
To lead me off in a cheerful dance
Got a brand new suit and a brand new wife
I can live on rice and beans
Some people never worked a day in their life
Don't know what work even means

After the fourth line the narrator has had a change in fortunes, going from 

destitute and alone to married and resigned. These 'jump cuts’ undermine the 

standard criteria of a narrative as one that differentiates between its beginning, 

middle and end. ‘Workingman's Blues #2' like ‘Thunder on the Mountain' has 

eschewed contextualisation of the spatial, temporal nature of the narrator, with 

the result that the song relies more on the immediate effects of the language and 

its delivery.

These transitory literary effects are what propel the song ‘The Levee's 

Gonna Break’. Spontaneous thoughts, actions and situations are juxtaposed with 

the effect of looming disaster. The song is populated by statem ents and resolutions 

that find themselves overturned or forgotten not long after, such as: ‘If it keep on 

rainin' the levee gonna break /  I tried to get you to love me, but I won't repeat that 

mistake’, which is followed by:

Come back, baby, say we never more will part 
Don't be a stranger without a brain or heart

Sudden reversals such as these are common; there is recrimination and 

dominance in one verse: ‘I picked you up from the gutter and this is the thanks 1 

get /  You say you want me to quit ya, I told you no, not just yet’, which is 

positioned just before the tender:

I look in your eyes, I see nobody else but me 
I see all that I am and all I hope to be

The final ominous verse caps the song's dealings with contrasts, reversals and 

opposites: ‘Some people still sleepin', /  some people are wide awake’.
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These writing strategies have a correlative in cinematic discourse. Dylan’s 

approach—discernible in the turbulent, contradictory nature of many lines and 

verses—could be considered analogous to the 'Kuleshov effect'. In this editing 

model, raw  materials [not necessarily original) are juxtaposed by the a rtis t  to 

create effect. With this method, it is not the content of the images in a film which is 

important, but their combination. Identified most strongly with Sergei Eisenstein, 

the director o f Strike  (1925), Battleship Potemkin (1925), and October (1928), the 

theory of montage as adapted from the original theorist Lev Kuleshov is that 

collision or conflict must be inherent to all visual s i g n s . A  simple example, 

provided by Eisenstein himself, is that of a set of shots depicting a poor w om an 

with her starving child sitting in front of a table on which an empty bowl sits. A 

second group of shots depicts an overweight man with golden jewellery seated at 

a table laden with food. The rapid juxtaposition of these two sets of images causes 

a third set to emerge in the spectator’s mind of the inequality existing between (in 

this context) the proletariat and the b o u rg e o is ie .D y la n  himself seemed to attes t 

to the strength of such stark juxtaposition, especially in relation to class. In his 

(in)famous interview with Horace Judson of Time magazine featured in Dont Look 

Back, when pressed on w hat he considered the ‘tru th ’, Dylan responds w ith a 

model that has resonances with the theory of Russian montage: ‘A plain picture of, 

let’s say, a tram p vomiting [...] into the sewer, and next door, Mr. Rockefeller, or 

Mr. C. W. Jones, on the subway going to w ork’.^^A similar process can be found at 

work in Modern Times. In 'The Levee's Gonna Break', Dylan sings; 'Some people got 

barely enough skin to cover their bones’, and then neighbours the line with a verse 

that begins: 'Put on your cat clothes, Mama, put on your evening dress’. This brand 

of montage writing creates a third meaning through the collision of two lines, 

verses, or songs. As far as the songs’ narratives extend, this style privileges the 

cumulative effect of imagery over plot and characterisation, which would go some 

way in accounting for the absence of these characteristics in Modern Times.

With this style, it is the listener who is responsible for creatively 

interpreting w hat he or she hears. Interestingly, Dylan seemed to hint that he

Susan Hayward, Cinema Studies: The Key Concepts, 2"‘* edn (London: Routledge, 2004), 96. 
Hayward, Cinema Studies, 96.
D.A. Pennebaker, Dont Look Back (New York: New Video Group, 2006), 125.



64

facilitates this listener-centric approach; in a 2001 interview, he bristles a t the 

idea th a t he is responsible for the songs’ m eanings on Time Out o f Mind:

People say the record deals with m ortality—my m ortality for some reason! 
It maybe just deals w ith m ortality in general. But I d idn 't see one critic say: 
'It deals w ith m y m ortality '—you know, his own.^^

When presented  w ith the lyrics to the Blonde on Blonde song ‘Just Like a W oman' 

by Robert Hilburn in 2004, Dylan responded: ‘I'm not too good at defining things. 

It's up to the listener to figure out w hat it m eans to him'.^i

A concurrent aspect of this listener-oriented model is the reduction of 

external intrusion by the narrator. With Modern Times, there are fewer instances 

of the narra to r intervening with his in terpreta tion  of events as depicted. In m any 

of Dylan's narrative songs there is often a direct reveal of the singer’s attitude. 

Examples include 'The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll’ from 1963's The Times 

They Are a-Changin’, and—pertinently—the ballad 'Billy’ for the 1973 film Pat 

Garrett and Billy the Kid.

The m ontage style instead presents its worldview  largely by inference. 

Developing from its predecessor, Modern Times hones the non sequiturs and 

sudden detours into a construct tha t approaches abstraction. The terseness in the 

language does not allow for careful explanation as to the narrato r's  standpoint 

(neither spatially nor chronologically). As seen in 'W orkingm an's Blues # 2 ’, many 

different 'voices’ of the w orking man jostle together, som etim es blended and o ther 

tim es set apart, bu t w ithout the lyrical a ttributions suggestive of a consistent first 

person narrator, or tha t m ight delineate the songs’ characters. Soviet montage also 

de-stresses the individual in contrast w ith the Hollywood model, and em phasises a 

m ore collective approach to its subjects.

Dylan, in reducing the confining effects of typical narrative contexts, 

downplays the im portance (perhaps relevance) of descriptions of chronology, 

location or identity. Instead, his com bination of couplets and phrases creates the

Mikal Gilmore, ‘Interview with Mikal Gilmore, Rolling Stone: December 22, 2001,’ in Bob Dylan: 
The Essential Interviews, Jonathan Cott (ed.) (New York: Wenner Books, 2006), 4 1 1 -4 2 8  (415). 
Emphases in original.

Robert Hilburn, ‘Interview with Robert Hilburn, The Los Angeles Times: April 4, 2004,' in Bob 
Dylan: The Essential Interviews, Jonathan Cott (ed.) (New York: Wenner Books, 2006), 4 2 9 -4 3 8  
(432).
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third images in Kuleshov’s model. A similar effect is present in 'Tangled Up in 

Blue’, w here it is left open to the listener’s interpretation as to which woman the 

narra tor is referring to [if indeed there is more than one]. The conflating of 

different females into one role or 'presence’ is also in evidence in Dylan's film 

Renaldo and Clara. There is gathering sense that names, locations and 

chronological orientation are transient, and that mood, sentiment and symbolic 

value are  the consistencies deserving most attention. This is explored most 

thoroughly with Modern Times, w here there is an elimination of narrative 

param eters  whose specificity might impinge on a subjective response to the song.

An example of this montage-based writing, and a significant stepping-stone 

in the intensification of the process, is "Cross the Green Mountain’. Functioning as 

a bridging song between "Love and Theft" and Modern Times, it finds Dylan 

tackling a subject that greatly facilitates the juxtaposition of two opposing images 

to create the 'third image’ effect. Of the four new compositions recorded between 

the two albums, this song most saliently features the burgeoning qualities to be 

expanded album-wide in Modern Timesfi'^

The song was recorded for the film Gods and Generals in July 2002.^^ it finds 

Dylan exploring the montage process with the support of a complementary subject 

m atter  in the American Civil War. The eight-minute ballad appears to trace the 

final moments of a dying solider, who muses on many aspects of the War before 

his death in the final verse. However, it soon becomes clear that the ostensibly 

Confederate stance of the narrator has a resonance with the plight of the Union. 

Dylan achieves this by a deft use of language that can apply to either side of the 

conflict and which ultimately points to the similarities and intertwined fates of the 

two factions. While descendant from the manipulations of point of view in Blood

The others are ‘Waitin’ For You’ recorded in November 2001 for the soundtrack to Divine Secrets 
Of The Ya-Ya Sisterhood (2002), Tell 01’ Bill’ recorded in June 2005 for the film North Country 
released the same year, and 'Can’t Escape From You’ recorded in November 2005 for an abandoned 
film project, eventually released on Dylan's Tell Tale Signs [2008). Session info: Heylin, Still on the 
Road, 574; 580; 582. 'Tell 01’ Bill' and 'Can't Escape From You' each feature elements pursued by 
Dylan in Modern Times. Both frequently evoke foreboding weather and hostile landscapes, as well 
as the threat of external violence, and presciently, the anguish caused by absent love—a major 
theme in the 2006 album.
“  Olof Bjbrner, 'Still On The Road; 2002 Summer Sessions,'
rhttp://www.biorner.com/DSN24025%20-%202002%20Summer%20sessions.htm. 14 August 
20 12 ).
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on the Tracks songs like Tangled Up in Blue’ and Desire's 'Black Diamond Bay’, 

Dylan adds yet ano ther tw ist to the sense of perspective found in this song.

W hat Dylan ultim ately takes from the them e of the American Civil W ar is an 

egalitarian depiction of both sides of the conflict, and in doing so form ats the 

com position to w ork in a near-constant state  of ambiguity, with the song applying 

to both factions at once. Dylan achieves this both in the chord structure of the song 

and in the judicious use of equivocal lyrics. To look firstly at a lyrical exam ple— 

this particular verse sees the n arra to r espouse a point of view strongly tied to the 

Southern cause:

Close the eyes of our captain, peace m ay he know 
His long night is done, the g reat leader is laid low 
He was ready to fall, he was quick to defend 
Killed outright he was, by his own men

This passage is alm ost certainly m eant to evoke the death of Confederate general 

Stonewall Jackson, w hose death as a resu lt of friendly fire is depicted in the film.^'^ 

Yet in avoiding the nam e of the 'g reat leader’, Dylan allows room  for 

in terpretation. Found in the d irector's cut of the film released in 2011, d irector 

Ronald F. Maxwell originally included a subplot following the career of John 

Wilkes Booth, including evocations of the fate of P resident Lincoln, which had 

initially been excised from the film. Dylan uses the  term  'captain ' w ith its 

resonance in this context to W alt W hitm an's m etaphoric poem '0  Captain! My 

Captain!' w ritten  in 1865 on the death of Abraham Lincoln.

In a m anner discernible in the future songs 'W orkingm an's Blues #2 ' and 

‘The Levee’s Gonna Break', the verses of 'Green M ountain’ are carefully balanced 

to w ork from several different viewpoints. This approach is particularly effective 

in this environm ent as the re  are tw o distinct view points [and socio-political 

dispositions] found in the subject of the song. Phrases applicable to both 

com batants’ causes are w idespread; am ong the m ost equivocal are found in the 

eighth verse:

The bells of leavening have rung

Jackson actually held the rank of Lieutenant General in the Confederate Army, and Dylan here 
may have been purposely using a less specific rank that would resonate in a greater number of 
circumstances.
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There's blasphemy on every tongue
Let 'em say that I walked in fair nature’s light
And that 1 was loyal to truth and to right

The last line in particular has a degree of pathos in its indication of the patriotism 

and confidence of both sides. In the earlier second verse, meanwhile, there can be 

heard:

I look into the eyes of my merciful friend 
And then I ask myself, is this the end?
Memories linger, sad yet sweet
And I think of the souls in heaven who will meet

The 'merciful friend' in this passage has a rich ambiguity, suggestive both of an 

ally, or a pitying soldier from the other side. The fourth line, indicative of the 

eventual confluence expected in the afterlife, also has a provocative opacity, 

suggestive of both deceased friends and family (implied by the third line’s 

evocation of memories) or the ultimate meeting of soldiers who are temporarily 

on opposing sides.

The conflation of sides and of the narrating soldier(s) also finds expression 

in the musical structure of the song. While essentially strophic in nature, there are 

two types of verse in the song, one implying a bridge and the other a regularly 

recurring 'A' section. The musical difference between the two, however, is 

comparatively slight. Rather than use strongly contrasting 'A' and 'B' sections, 

which might indicate opposition or difference on a thematic level, Dylan hints at a 

greater similarly between the two 'sides' of the song. Rather than employing the 

'B' section as a form of musical relief, the regular verse and the bridge have a 

similarity to each other, creating a hard-to-distinguish shift from one section to 

the next. While a degree of serendipity has to account for this confluence of theme 

and structure, it continues to be born out in the harmonic structure. The chord 

sequence (Am7-G/b-C-D] repeated throughout the regular verses is reversed in 

the b r i d g e . T h i s  mirroring of the chord sequence in the ostensibly contrasting 

bridge is suggestive of linkages and commonalities in the opposing strophes, and

Eyolf 0strem , "Cross the Green Mountain' 
fhttp: //dylanchords.info/00 m isc/cross the green mountain.htm. 21 February 2014).
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again ties back into the modus operandi of the song in implying the same 

underlying qualities in outwardly differing constructs.

The way in which Dylan constructs the verses to apply either to the Union 

or the Confederates has the effect of highlighting the similarities between the two 

and thus intensifying the sense of irony and tragedy that the country is in some 

respects at w ar with itself, yet crucially w ithout ever declaring the undercurrent 

explicitly. The ‘third image’ from the Kuleshov formula is therefore exemplified in 

the song, allowing the listener to intercede in constructing sense from the subtle 

paradoxes and ever-changing perspectives present in the song.

For its trappings as montage, “Cross the Green Mountain' still retains 

continuity with more traditionally narrative construction. The first verse, for 

example, sets the scene in a traditionally balladic turn  of phrase: 'I d ream t a 

m onstrous d ream ’. In the penultimate verse, the narrator seems to be referring to 

himself in third person, before he appears to die in the last verse:

I'm ten miles outside the city, and I'm lifted away 
In an ancient light, tha t is not of day

Yet within the verses, there  is a pronounced abatem ent of overt specificity—a 

feature that would become an integral part of Modern Times. Dylan appears to tour 

the entirety of the War from a near-omniscient perspective, despite retaining an 

ostensibly first-person stance throughout. Dylan, for instance, touches on the 

multiple shifting views discernible from the different phases of the War, as 

catalogued here by Gray:

The early disorientation at its having broken out a t all, the bravado and the 
glory, the capacity for grandiloquent declaration and the later onset of 
dread that the w ar would stretch out into a future of hopeless carnage. This 
jostling of conflicts within the conflict is embedded into a song of shifting 
voices and episodes.

It is this expanse of perspective and fluidity of narration that would ultimately find 

its full expression in much of Modern Times.

Placed over the closing credits of Gods and Generals, Dylan’s song seems to 

d raw  from the film’s scope and its ambition. As Gray has pointed out: 'It has the

Gray, Encyclopedia, 164.
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virtues o f sounding like a long, unw inding movie in i t s e l f . T h e  attempt on the 

film m akers' behalf to move betv\/een different episodes and differing sides is 

emulated in the song's range of perspectives. Dylan, however, eschews the 

individualisation o f characters, and instead presents a series of fragments o f firs t 

person narration that accrue meaning from  their juxtapostional and paradoxical 

inclination. W ithout explic itly suggesting the overarching tragedy o f the War, the 

comparative mode expounded throughout allows the listener to discover the 

song’s meaning on more subjective terms. This ‘editing style', to borrow  again 

from cinematic discourse, is possessed of montage's ab ility  to express meaning 

from the interconnection o f disparities and discrepancies. The montage tendency 

to w o rk  by inference and suggestion, and to im part meaning by the proxim ity  of 

d ifferent elements, has a large bearing on the impact o f this song. Since the 

thematic thread of the film  and song is the opposition o f interdependent binaries, 

Dylan’s composition extols on m ultip le levels the contradictions [and sim ilarities) 

in both the actual War and its depiction in Maxwell’s film . As a crux around which 

Dylan's ever-evolving w ritin g  style developed, one can see the fecundity o f the 

methodology of “ Cross the Green Mountain' at w ork  in the often elliptical and 

evasive Modern Times (and much of Dylan’s latest album, 2012's Tempest). This 

issue o f montage writing, and its effect on narratological structure in Dylan's latest 

work, w ill be returned to in Chapter Seven.

2.8 Future

Given Dylan’s p rocliv ity  for lyrical 'editing' akin to both Hollywood editing ('Black 

Diamond Bay'] and a form  of Soviet montage ("Cross the Green Mountain'], an 

avenue for further exploration could be an investigation o f the Beat poetry 

aesthetic (chained images, free association, confluences o f high and popular 

culture] and that o f film ic construction. As Dylan was influenced so greatly by the 

Beat culture as found in Ginsberg and Kerouac, overlap can be discerned between 

Renaldo and Clara and the Beat poets' methodologies. In a signpost towards such 

an investigation, Renaldo and Clara includes footage o f Ginsberg and Dylan visiting 

Kerouac's grave. Ginsberg in his 'D raft o f an Introduction to Renaldo & Clara' 

evokes the cut-up technique o f W illiam  Burroughs in describing Dylan's editing

Gray, Encyclopedia, 162.
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p r o c e s s .D y la n  has illustrated in interviews his interest in French New Wave 

cinema, specifically Francois Truffaut’s 1960 crime drama Shoot the Piano Player 

(French: Tirez sur le pianiste].^‘̂ Other instances of filmic references populate 

Dylan’s interviews throughout the years, and a comprehensive cataloguing of how 

these allusions extend into his w ork would be a fascinating exercise in how the 

imagery and editing style of these films impacts on song-writing. While in the 

following chapters I will explore the dialogue between Dylan's films and their 

antecedents, a more complete study on the influence of film and editing styles in 

shaping both Dylan's songs and his ventures into cinema would be welcome. How 

the 'montage editing’ explored in this chapter intersects with Dylan’s previous 

modes of lyric writing is also a fecund area for further investigation. In the coming 

chapters, the exploration of Dylan’s cinematic ventures comes under scrutiny, 

beginning with 1973's Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid. Where possible, I will call 

a ttention to Dylan’s filmic progenitors, and in doing so a ttem pt to situate Dylan's 

role in a broader historical context.

Ginsberg, 'A Draft o f an Introduction,’ 118.
6’ Sam Shepard, The Rolling Thunder Logbook [London: Bobcat, 2010), 15.
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Chapter Three 

Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid

3.1 Overview

This chapter will explore Bob Dylan’s collaboration w ith Sam Peckinpah on the 

d irec to r’s 1973 w estern  Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid. The initial part of the study 

of this film will detail the precedents in Dylan’s earlier m aterial for elem ents on 

the soundtrack, before moving on to exploring the sem antics of Dylan’s integration 

into the narrative, both as an on-screen perform er and as the film’s com poser. A 

closer look a t the specific them es provided by Dylan will follow, and an 

exam ination of their effect as part of the larger context of the film. The closing 

rem arks will gauge Dylan’s contribution in a b roader context, both in term s of 

w estern  scores and Dylan’s career. Throughout each section I will endeavour to 

provide contextual detail relevant to the analysis, particularly as the intertextual 

natu re  of both Dylan’s and Peckinpah’s style coalesces into a rich netw ork of 

allusions, evoking the m em ory of the o ther texts as a m eans of homage and satire.

3.2 Musical Background

This initial section dem onstrates how  Dylan’s w ork on Sam Peckinpah’s Pat 

Garrett and Billy the Kid has a num ber of antecedents in Dylan’s earlier work. Of 

particu lar im portance to this investigation is Dylan’s late 1967 album John Wesley 

Harding, as Dylan—w orking w ithin a tradition  of country and folk ballads—can be 

seen to subvert and add complexity to older conventions in an analogous fashion 

to th a t of Sam Peckinpah’s work. This album deals directly w ith figures and 

elem ents overlapping w ith those em ployed by Peckinpah, nam ely the outlaw, the 

d rifter and iconography from the American West. How the two artis ts’ them atic 

concerns in tersect will be investigated, as well as the com patibility betw een the 

two a rtis ts ’ readings of American folklore and mythology in their respective 

m ediums. There will also be an exam ination of som e specific them atic concerns of
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Dylan, nam ely the them es of domesticity, tim e and institutional injustice tha t 

dovetail w ith Peckinpah's depictions of sim ilar motifs in Pat Garrett and Billy the 

Kid. For the purposes of contextualising Dylan’s approach to song-w riting during 

the recording of Pat Garrett, it is necessary to address a num ber of features in his 

earlier recordings tha t re-em erge in new guises w ith his w ork on Peckinpah’s 

w estern.

Dylan was in a unique position to engage w ith the Pat Garrett narrative on 

many different levels. After the druggy, urban milieu of 1966’s Blonde on Blonde, 

Dylan's eighth album  John Wesley Harding stripped his sound down to bass, 

drum s, and (for two tracks only) pedal steel. Dylan scholar Michael Gray describes 

the w ork as 'a m ost serious, darkly visionary exploration of the myths and extinct 

strengths of America.'^ The album is also understood as a form of ‘re tre a t’ and a 

shunning of the chaos of the ‘m odern urban burden.’̂  This is w here the sim ilarities 

betw een Dylan and Peckinpah’s sensibility begin to converge. Each a rtis t grafts his 

concerns onto the pre-existing tropes of a w ell-established genre with its own 

stock characters and conventions.

In Dylan’s case, he uses an allegorical mode and a vocabulary rooted in Old 

Testam ent allusions and folk and blues idioms, including evocations of the  Old 

W est (m ost obviously in the title song ‘John W esley Harding'). Dylan’s fondness for 

outlaw archetypes has been w ell-docum ented, including Jesse James and Billy the 

Kid.3 According to official b iographer Robert Shelton, Dylan has said tha t his 

favourite folk song is 'John Hardy', which depicts the true-life m urder by the titu lar 

character a t the quintessentially ‘w estern ’ setting of a craps table.'*  ̂ Peckinpah 

m eanwhile uses the cinematic w estern  genre, and as such there is frequent 

overlap betw een the tw o a rtis ts ’ pool of resources. Using sim ilar them atic and 

symbolic elem ents connected to the iconography and symbolism of turn-of-the- 

century America, both artists use the ir respective semiotic milieus to express 

em pathy and sensitivity to the suffering of successive American generations in the 

face of cyclical violence and persecution. They both achieve this w ith an allegorical

1 Gray, Encyclopedia, 354.
 ̂Gray, Song & Dance Man III, 33.
 ̂Heylin, Revolution in th e Air, 447.
Robert Shelton, No Direction Home: The Life and M usic o f  Bob Dylan (N ew  York: Ballantine, 1986 ), 

448 .
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quality tha t dovetails with current affairs in America in the 1965-73  period. 

Dylan’s '1 Dreamed I Saw St. Augustine’ from John Wesley Harding, for example, 

deals directly with mob violence as inflicted on the individual. 'I Pity the Poor 

Immigrant’ has metaphorical allusions to America’s violent inception, while 

prophesizing its unsustainability: ‘I pity the poor immigrant [...] who builds his 

town with blood /  Whose visions in the final end /  Must shatter like the glass.’ 

Peckinpah likewise casts a jaundiced eye on America; Peckinpah com mentator 

Stephen Prince has argued that the cathartic violence that was to become 

Peckinpah’s tradem ark  was a response to the escalating violence in American 

society.^

While both artists can be seen to use (and show a great deal of affection 

for] the stock elements of their respective genres, be it the cowboy ballads of 

Dylan’s musical upbringing or Peckinpah’s nod to conventions in the western 

genre, neither artist is unaware of the complexities and problematic aspects of 

semi-romanticized portrayals of America’s past. A similarity that Dylan and 

Peckinpah have in their approach to American mythology is their surface 

attraction and fascination with the subject and its style and imagery, while 

simultaneously recognising and exposing the darker realities beneath. This 

generates a complex stance in their works, simultaneously evoking homage as well 

as critical interrogation, as both artists use the form associated with the subject’s 

celebration, namely the western movie and the cowboy ballad, as a means to 

subvert and expose harsher, pessimistic truths behind the myth. Ambiguity and 

paradox are then instilled in the film/song, allowing them to function both as a 

celebration and criticism.

On the title track from John Wesley Harding, Dylan ostensibly mythologizes 

the real-life outlaw whose name inspired the song and the album’s title. While 

Dylan's song seems to romanticise at the outset, closer inspection reveals layers of 

ambivalence:

John Wesley Harding 
Was a friend to the poor 
He trav’led with a gun in ev’ry hand 
All along this countryside

5 Stephen Prince, Savage Cinema: Sam Peckinpah an d  the Rise o f  U ltraviolent M ovies (London: 
A thlone Press, 1 9 9 8 ) 27.
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He opened many a door 
But he was never known 
To hurt an honest man

The very dearth of specifics hints at greater complexity underneath.^ Dylan's 

narrator is on the defensive: ‘John Wesley Harding /  was a friend to the poor’. The 

positive attribute follows swiftly after the name. That he ‘trav’led with a gun in 

ev’ry hand' is suggestive of paranoia and notoriety. Dylan's evocative choice of 

words reinforces this; it is not ‘both hands' or 'each hand' but ‘ev'ry hand’. ‘He 

opened many a door' is pregnant with questions. Did he open them by force? Was 

his renown such as to inspire such gracious behaviour? The ‘but’ that opens the 

next line implies that the cowboy was not necessarily welcomed with open arms 

as well as opened doors. ‘But he was never known /  To hurt an honest man’ is 

again redolent with enigma; ‘he was never known' does not refute that he did so, 

while 'honest man' implies the different fortunes of the dishonest ones. The third 

verse portrays Harding in such a slippery light that doubt is cast on his good 

deeds. The last couplet follows the pattern of previous verses, telling the listener 

what Harding was ‘known’ to do:

All across the telegraph
His name it did resound
But no charge held against him
Could they prove
And there was no man around
Who could track or chain him down
He was never known
To make a foolish move.

The dissemblance is at its peak here, as the verse simultaneously posits the 

outlaw’s criminal behaviour and his preternatural ability to evade accountability.

Dylan also subverts the act of mythologizing with a subtle use of a non

committal moral standpoint.^ The narrator refuses to celebrate or condemn 

Harding's actions. This detachment prompts us to question the ‘side’ taken by the 

singer. The absence of a clear stance on his subject implicates the subject and the 

singer in a malaise of untrustworthiness. As a means of granting the listener a 

degree of interpretative freedom, this narrative stance taken by Dylan across this

® Gray, Song & Dance Man III, 33.
 ̂Gray, Song & Dance Man III, 33.
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album proves to be important, as Dylan toys with the impartiality of his singing 

persona, creating tension by relating violent deeds in a way that appears to 

neither condemn nor condone them. Dylan too presages the existentialism in Pat 

Garrett and Billy the Kid with his gentle mocking of moral fixities. This can be 

found in 'The Ballad of Frankie Lee and Judas Priest' w here Dylan's pat 

explanation of the song’s message is patently simplistic in light of the complexity 

that precedes it:

Well, the moral of the story 
The moral of this song 
Is simply that one should never be 
Where one does not belong

The cagey persona adopted by Dylan here is similar to the role he plays in Pat 

Garrett five years later.

In other songs found on John Wesley Harding, Dylan's sympathy with the 

underdog in the face of the law is discernible. In ‘Drifter's Escape', a drifter is being 

tried despite his apparent lack of any wrong-doing: ‘"My trip hasn 't been a 

pleasant one /  And my time it isn't long /  And I still do not know /  W hat it was 

that I've done wrong'". As he is about to face the mob outside, 'Just then a bolt of 

lightning /  Struck the courthouse out of shape /  And while ev'rybody knelt to pray 

/  The drifter did escape'. Depth is added to the proceedings here as the public 

institute is portrayed as chaotic and bloodthirsty: 'Inside, the judge was stepping 

down /  While the jury cried for more /  "Oh, stop that cursed jury”/  Cried the 

attendant and the nurse /  "The trial was bad enough /  But this is ten times 

worse"’. Sympathy for the wronged drifter and a jaundiced attitude to moralisers 

on the side of the law are on display in Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, notably in the 

ballad 'Billy’.

A major feature of John Wesley Harding is Dylan's experimentation with 

time. A long-term thematic preoccupation of Dylan's, it is worth exploring some 

specific instances of the artist's innovative evocations of this subject, particularly 

as it relates to Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, but also to Renaldo and Clara and 

Masked and Anonymous. With John Wesley Harding, time as a preoccupation moved 

from a subconscious anxiety to being a conscious concern on Dylan's part, 

w hereupon he finds ways to compositionally and structurally im part the theme. A
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brief look a t Dylan’s previous album Blonde on Blonde from 1966 will serve to 

show  how Dylan moved from a text-bound engagem ent w ith the them e to one that 

perm eates the struc tu re  of the songs.

In 'Stuck Inside Of Mobile w ith the Memphis Blues Again’ from Blonde on 

Blonde, the refrain a t the end of each verse is ‘Oh, Mama, can this really be the end 

/  To be stuck inside of Mobile /  With the Memphis blues again’. A quick appraisal 

of the line, coming as it does at the end of each of the song’s strophic units, 

indicates the singer’s dissatisfaction a t endlessly return ing  to a sim ilar state of 

being, m etaphorically expressed as being confined to Mobile and the 'Memphis 

blues’. In an appropria te  link betw een lyrical text and the theme, the singer 

expresses his feelings of en trapm ent w ith a lyrical knot tha t defeats attem pts to 

untangle it, much like the singer is unable to break from this repetitious cycle 

'inside of Mobile’. The contradiction in equating 'the end’ with repetition ('To be 

stuck inside of Mobile /  With the Memphis blues again') is itself a bind, much like 

the condition railed against by the singer. The poignancy is accentuated further by 

Dylan’s choice of location. As author, Dylan m ust be aw are of the irony and 

paradox at the heart of his choice of place-name, as the narra to r is confined to a 

locale w hose very nam e suggests m ovem ent and freedom. Dylan makes other 

references to tim e and repetition  in the song, while the idea of time being 

som ehow  suspended or trapped  at a fixed poin t is alluded to in a num ber of other 

instances.s

Dylan throughout is presenting his subjective experience of time as being 

caught in a loop. This is w ithin the personal context of the highly internal w orld of 

Blonde on Blonde. It exists as a m ental state, articulated in the lyrics, and sub- 

textually in the structure of the  song such as in the repetition of 'Oh, Mama, can 

this really be the end /  To be stuck inside of Mobile /  With the Memphis blues 

again’ at the end of each verse, which creates a cumulative impact.

While a song such as ‘Stuck Inside of Mobile’ deals with the frustrations of 

entrapm ent, songs on John Wesley Harding see Dylan’s engagem ent w ith the 

them e becom e less an expression of personal angst, and em erge as a m ore 

rum inative, philosophical them atic thread. With this album Dylan som etim es

* Among them, the final verse: ‘An’ here I sit so patiently /  Waiting to find out what price /  You 
have to pay to get out o f /  Going through all these things twice.’



77

manipulates the chronology of events to advance meaning, and to evoke the 

passage of time as a means o f im parting a sense of perspective.^ There is a 

simultaneous sense o f socio-historic empathy, coupled w ith  a degree of 

philosophical detachment. The songs’ subjective scope has expanded from  Blonde 

on Blonde to encompass more characters, more places and more instances across a 

greater expanse of space and time. The point of view of the songs, or the persona 

that witnesses and narrates the events, constructs its world  as a series o f free- 

floating scenes of memory. After the fashion o f memory, all events are available at 

one time; all 'scenes’ exist at once and everything takes place in a permanent 

continuum. This is not dissim ilar in intent to early twentieth century cubism, an 

a rt form  from  which Dylan has derived m ultiple inspirations. This cubist approach 

achieves its most forceful expression in Dylan’s Blood on the Tracks album in 1975, 

but gestational facets are discernible in various guises in Dylan's acoustic phase 

and are given varying degrees of prominence from Blonde on Blonde onward. A 

branch o f this idea is explored in the soundtrack to Pat Garrett, as well as in the 

analysis o f Renaldo and Clara.

To give a specific example from John Wesley Harding, the timespan of ‘The 

Wicked Messenger' broadens in each successive verse until there is drastic shift in 

perception from the beginning of the song to its conclusion. The description of 

events appears chronological yet w ith  each strophe it  becomes more d ifficu lt for 

the listener to establish a consistent timeframe due to the narrative 'holes' that 

exist between the verses. The firs t verse:

There was a wicked messenger 
From Eli he did come
W ith a mind that m ultip lied the smallest matter
When questioned who had sent for him
He answered w ith  his thumb
For his tongue it could not speak, but only flatter

 ̂This in many ways was pioneered in the ‘Basement Tape’ sessions. After Dylan was injured in a 
motorcycle accident in July 1966, he engaged in convalescence in early and mid-1967, where 
together with his 1966 backing band The Hawks (eventually known as T he  Band') they recorded 
more than 100 tracks together, comprised of original compositions, cover songs and folk 
standards. The overall style is a rejection of the ultra-modern setting of Blonde on Blonde and the 
prior Highway 61 Revisited, and a move towards more intimate, low-fi material rooted in America's 
musical past. Individual songs from these sessions (in some cases re-recorded by Dylan) emerged 
but it was not until 1975 that an official collection was issued. The songs from these sessions form  
a link in the chain between the style of Blonde on Blonde and that of John Wesley Harding.



78

This sparse character description is composed in a purely descriptive mode. The 

timeframe emerges with the relating of a sequence of events in the second verse;

He stayed behind the assembly hall
It was there he made his bed
Oftentimes he could be seen returning
Until one day he just appeared
With a note in his hand which read
"The soles of my feet, 1 swear they're burning"

Fissures are appearing in the narrative compared with the opening verse. 

‘Oftentimes he could be seen returning' creates the first of the visual ‘gaps’ for the 

listener, whereby the drifter is not described as ever having left. This creates a 

series of narrative 'jump cuts' where the subject is seen completing actions that 

the listener has not been privy to. With the line ‘one day he just appeared', the 

spatial anomaly is made even more conspicuous. No longer ‘seen returning’, the 

song’s subject jumps into the listener’s field of vision, eliminating the sense of 

journey or process completely.

The third and final verse follows after a brief harmonica solo where much 

has transpired:

Oh, the leaves began to failin'
And the seas began to part 
And the people that confronted him were many 
And he was told but these few words 
Which opened up his heart
“If ye cannot bring good news, then don’t bring any”

The time frame is thus expanded exponentially. Multiple movements have taken 

place, indicated by geographic instability (‘Oh, the leaves began to failin' /  And the 

seas began to part'] and the suggestion of undisclosed conflict that the listener can 

only speculate on. This disinclination to contextualise in an implicitly narrative 

song is not new in Dylan—variants of it appear in Blonde on Blonde—yet this 

album is distinguished by its deliberate and exploratory quality, as Dylan revisits 

the theme in multiple iterations in the structure of the verses. Commenting on the 

album's songs in an interview published in the folk music magazine Sing Out! in 

October 1968, Dylan told his interviewers:
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These melodies on John Wesley Harding lack this traditional sense of time. 
As with the third verse of T h e  Wicked Messenger,’ which opens it up, and 
then the time schedule takes a jump and soon the song becomes wider. [...] 
The same thing is true of the song 'All Along the Watchtower,’ which opens 
up in a slightly different way, in a stranger way, for we have the cycle of 
events working in a ra ther reverse order.i^

Noted literary theorist and Dylan critic Christopher Ricks also cites 'All Along the 

W atchtower’ as an example of Dylan's audacity in manipulating linear time: 'At the 

conclusion of the last verse, it is as if the song bizarrely begins at last, and as if the 

myth began again’. N u m e r o u s  instances of narrative 'holes' populate the album, 

as well as experimentation with the depiction of time.

The use of harmonica on this album is unique in the Dylan canon, not only 

because of its ubiquitous presence, but because of its placement in the songs. It is 

notable in John Wesley Harding that Dylan uses several measures of harmonica to 

presage or succeed the sung verses. A common structure on the album is a brief 

instrumental intro with the harmonica taking a lead role, followed by a series of 

sung verses, each of which is followed by a harmonica section of varying lengths, 

with small variants in each c a s e . 12  The only track that breaks with the 

lyric/harmonica pattern is 'The Ballad of Frankie Lee and Judas Priest' which falls 

into the more familiar Dylan format of preceding the final verse with a few 

measures of harmonica, and adding a harmonica 'tag' to close. The vacillating 

between speech and harmonica gives the instrum ent an active role in conveying 

the narrative content, as it is suggestive of the passage of time. The harmonica’s 

prevalence, as twinned with the sung verses, seems to imply the presence of 

unspoken narrative transitions [conveyed musically, as opposed to being 

articulated with lyrics]. In suggesting narrative and spatial/tem poral progress, 

they create ambiguity and mystery by implying deliberately omitted narrative

John Cohen and Happy Traum, ‘Interview  w ith  John Cohen and Happy Traum, Sing Out!' in Bob 
Dylan: The E ssential Interview s, Jonathan Cott (ed.) (N ew  York: W enner Books, 2 0 0 6 ), 122.

C hristopher Ricks, Dylan's Visions o f  Sin [London: Viking, 2 0 0 3 ), 359 . Dylan in recent years has 
accentuated  the circularity im plied in th e  last lines by repeating th e  first verse after th e last in 
concerts, m eaning that the song n ow  ends w ith  'B usinessm en, th ey  drink m y w ine, p low m en dig 
m y earth /  N one o f  them  along th e  line know  w h at any o f it is w o rth ’. On the album , the final lines 
are: 'Outside in the distance a w ildcat did grow l /  Two riders w ere  approaching, the w ind began to 
h o w l’. He has also been  know n to repeat the first verse o f'T h e  W icked M essenger' in concerts [for 
exam ple, 6 May 2 0 0 9  in Dublin, Ireland.)
12 See 'As I W ent ou t One M orning,’ 'I D ream ed I Saw  St. A ugustine,’ 'All A long th e  W atchtow er,’ 'I 
Am a L onesom e Hobo,’ 'John W esley  Harding,’ 'I Pity th e Poor Im m igrant,’ and ‘Drifter’s Escape’.
The on ly  son g  on the album  esch ew in g  harm onica is ‘Dear Landlord’.
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detail. One of the com positions released closest to the Pat Garrett soundtrack is 

'W hen I Paint My M asterpiece’, w here, in Dylan critic Paul Williams' words, 

‘there 's  a wonderful feeling of being outside tim e as the story is te lescoped— one 

m om ent it's today and I'm in Rome, next m om ent 1 left there  th ree  weeks ago.'i^ 

These issues of tim e will be retu rned  to in the analysis of Dylan’s com positions for 

Peckinpah’s w estern  opus.

As a side note, Peckinpah through the medium of film was also exploring 

the expansion and contraction of tim e for artistic effect. While filming The Wild 

Bunch, Peckinpah filmed the m ajor shootouts with six cameras, all operating a t 

different frame rates, including 24 fram es per second, 30 fram es per second, 60 

fram es per second, 90 fram es per second and 120 frames per second.^"^ W hen the 

scenes w ere spliced together, the action would shift from slow to fast to slow er 

still, giving tim e an elastic quality never before seen in m otion pictures up to that 

time.i^

It is of note th a t John Wesley Harding ends with two country-inspired songs, 

nam ely ‘I'll Be Your Baby Tonight’ and 'Down Along the Cove’. A cursory glance at 

the lyrics for the la tter show  an entirely different set of concerns and attitudes 

w hen com pared w ith the preceding tracks:

Down along the cove
I spied my true  love comin' my way
Down along the cove
I spied my true  love com in’ my way
I say, "Lord, have mercy, mama
It sure is good to see you com in’ today"

Having begun the album w ith the dissem bling and sly ‘John Wesley H arding’, and 

continued w ith songs of varying degrees of complexity and ambiguity, the 

straightforw ardness of the penultim ate track  is disarming. The family unit, having 

been absent from the previous lyrics, is augm ented w ith the addition of a child in 

the second verse:

13 Paul Williams, Bob Dylan: Performing A rtist 1960-1973 The Early Years (London: Omnibus Press, 
2004), 263.
1"* David Weddle, Sam Peckinpah: "If They Move... Kill 'Em!" (London: Faber and Faber, 1996), 3 3 3 -  
334.

Weddle, Peckinpah, 333.
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Down along the cove 
I spied my little bundle of joy 
Down along the cove 
I spied my little bundle of joy 
She said, "Lord, have mercy, honey 
I'm so glad you’re my boy!"

John Wesley Harding subsequently closes with the song 'I'll Be Your Baby Tonight', 

featuring evocations of conjugal sanctuary:

Close your eyes, close the door 
You don't have to w orry  anymore 
I'll be your baby tonight

Shut the light, shut the shade 
You don't have to be afraid 
I'll be your baby tonight

The sense of shelter and refuge is especially pointed in the final song, where the 

singer thrice wishes to put his companion at ease and shield them from the 

outside world; ‘Close your eyes, close the door /  You don 't have to worry 

anymore', 'Shut the light, shut the shade /  You don’t have to be afraid’, and 'Kick 

your shoes off, do not fear /  Bring that bottle over here’, all th ree  lines capped with 

'I’ll be your baby tonight’.

This issue of rural re treat is addressed by both Dylan and Peckinpah. 

Amidst these depictions of domesticity and simple pleasures, the idyllic notions 

are tempered by a degree of isolation and disengagement. In Peckinpah’s The Wild 

Bunch, the band of outlaws frequently employ prostitutes, in some instances as a 

means of escape and procrastination from the implications of their actions within 

the world of the story. Peckinpah's The Ballad o f Cable Hogue (1970) also features 

numerous representations of domestic intimacy between Jason Robards' and 

Stella Stevens’ characters. Here the depiction of female hospitality is significantly 

w arm er than in The Wild Bunch, as the protagonist attempts to create a sanctuary 

of sorts—an almost-literal oasis in the desert—with his female partner.

Taking its cue from the final tracks on John Wesley Harding, Dylan's ninth 

album Nashville Sl^Iine  (1969] is composed entirely of unabashed country music. 

A far cry from austere tone and lyrical nuance of much of the John Wesley Harding 

material, the album's language, both in its lyrics and music, is defiantly
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uncom plicated and reassuring. The abiding, w arm  sound of the instrum entation 

and production feels tailor-m ade to instil a sense of stability and comfort, taking 

the final tracks of John Wesley Harding to the ir logical extreme. Likewise, the 

language em ployed by Dylan is designedly unam biguous. A typical exam ple of the 

lyrics comes from the fifth track ‘Peggy Day';

Peggy Day stole my poor h eart away
By golly, w hat m ore can 1 say
Love to spend the night w ith Peggy Day

Dylan here shows a willingness to use simple American vernacular to express 

verities in an unpreten tious m anner. The album represen ts a major shift in style 

w ith regards to Dylan's abandonm ent of 'exclusive' language, and begins a 

knowing em brace of candid speech and cliche. Gray has pointed out that:

Before John Wesley Harding, Dylan's language had been scattered  with the 
old familiar phrases: hung up, w here it's at and so on, along with much hip 
drugs term inology. From John Wesley Harding through to Self Portrait, this 
disappears.!^

The use of vernacular and the  inclusionary tone would come to bear in the musical 

language he would em ploy throughout Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid.

Dylan's New Morning was released in October 1970 and is notable for 

continuing Dylan's exploration of dom esticity and the rural lifestyle, bu t in a m ore 

stylised, complex fashion than  Nashville Skyline. This m arks a return , in close 

proxim ity to the production of Pat Garrett, of Dylan's willingness to add am biguity 

into stock declarations of love and dom estic fealty. Most tellingly, the song 'Sign on 

the W indow' sees him betray  am bivalence in his vocals (as well as in musical 

perform ance) tow ards dom estic contentedness. Hinting a t alienation and 

melancholia, the opening verse is striking for its pensive evocations of exclusion:

Sign on the w indow  says "Lonely"
Sign on the door said "No Company Allowed"
Sign on the s tree t says "Y' Don't Own Me"
Sign on the porch says "Three's A Crowd"
Sign on the porch says "Three's A Crowd"

Gray, Encyclopedia, 486.
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Likewise the second verse finds the narra tor apparently left behind having been 

the victim of rejection by a former partner:

Her and her boyfriend w ent to California 
Her and her boyfriend done changed their tune 
My best friend said, "Now didn’ I warn ya 
Brighton girls are like the moon 
Brighton girls are like the moon"

In the final verse when the singer aspires to a familial life in line with convention 

and stability, his concept of domesticity and rural seclusion rings hollow. In 

contrast to the comparatively straightforward material on Nashville Skyline, Dylan 

sings this particular verse as to draw out and emphasise the lack of conviction, 

already present in the lyrics:

Build me a cabin in Utah
Marry me a wife, catch rainbow trout
Have a bunch of kids who call me "Pa"
That must be what it's all about 
That must be what it's all about

As if trying to convince himself of the merits of this scenario, the last line is 

repeated and followed by short vocal lamentations by Dylan, as if mourning the 

notion before it comes to pass. Dylan's piano playing too aptly conveys hesitancy

and a degree of doubt. Throughout the song, Dylan peppers his playing with slight

pauses and occasional runs of repeated single notes, which in context convey 

reflection and introspection as the performer becomes momentarily fixated on the 

implications of the lyrics. The vocal nuance of New Morning is illustrative of the 

vocal colouring tha t Dylan employs in conveying domestic and familial verities at 

this point, foreshadowing an equal sense of weariness and scepticism when 

confronting the same topics in the song 'Billy'.

3.3 Dylan and Alias: Background

This section will detail the filmmakers' intentions in both casting Dylan in a 

starring role as well as utilizing his services for the soundtrack. What follows is a 

brief account of some contextual detail illustrating how a num ber of circumstances 

conspired to make the meeting of Peckinpah and Dylan at this juncture of their
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careers charged w ith an elegiac tone. There will then be a broad overview of the 

score in relation to som e of its historical antecedents, and the m ore general im pact 

of the music as it relates to Peckinpah’s narrative. Afterwards, the soundtrack will 

be examined in detail, particularly in the light of its interaction w ith the on-screen 

Dylan.

Gordon Carroll, the film’s producer, had the inspiration to put a new  spin 

on the Billy the Kid legend by draw ing parallels betw een the saga of Billy the Kid 

and m odern legends of rock 'n ' roll. Carroll told Peckinpah com m entator Paul 

Seydor:

The story  tha t I w anted to do, the story  tha t m ost clearly defined a young 
person who is a p risoner of his own legend, was Billy the Kid and Pat 
G arrett [...] That was the story  th a t could tell w hat it m ust be like to live all 
of your life in one incandescent span. Then, w hat is life like when tha t short 
period of tim e is over? Your incandesce is over. You're alive and you’re 
tw enty-four and you've got all the res t of your life to be som ebody tha t you 
used to be.i'^

The parallels w ith Dylan's career are prom inent, particularly as the strength  of 

Dylan’s electric period recordings encroached on the relative trium phs contained 

on the post-BIonde on Blonde albums. Dylan had lost [or shed) a degree of cultural 

significance in the wake of Nashville Sl^Iine  and the poorly-received Self Portrait 

released in 1970. In his Rolling Stone review  of the latter, critic Greil Marcus 

proclaim ed that:

Nashville Skyline and John Wesley Harding are classic albums; bu t no m atter 
how good they are they lack the pow er of the music Dylan m ade in the 
middle sixties. Unless he re tu rn s [...] with a sense of vocation and [...] 
am bition [...] the music of those years will continue to dom inate his 
records.i^

New Morning had been be tte r received, bu t was sullied by the perception of it as 

'dam age control’ after the critical m auling suffered by Self PortraitA^ 'George 

Jackson’, an im prom ptu single released in the wake of the m urder of the Black 

Panther m em ber and released 12 Novem ber 1971, was Dylan’s last recording until

Weddle, Peckinpah, 453.
Greil Marcus, Bob Dylan by Greil Marcus: Writings 1968-2010  (London: Faber & Faber, 2011), 13. 
Williams, Early Years, 259. While the final sequence of the album may reflect this, much of the 

material for New Morning was already complete when Self Portrait was officially released.
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the se ss io n s  began for P a t G arre tt an d  Billy the Kid. This is ind icative o f a w an ing  

fecund ity  in contrast w ith  the prohferation  o f w ork  in the 1 9 6 2 -6 7  period. Paul 

Seydor H kewise highlights K ristofferson's status as a p assin g-h is-p eak  folk-rock  

star.2o W hile this g ives the character a living h i s t o r y , t h e  issu e  o f passin g  one's 

prim e gains p rom inence w ith  the com bined  effect o f th e  tw o rock-star actors. 

Dylan's appearance, com bined  w ith  that o f K ristofferson's, th erefore en h an ces the  

aura o f stars on the cusp o f w aning, and bears out p roducer Carroll's in ten tions for 

the project.

If on e p erceives the film as an allegory  for d im in ish ed  celebrity  and ebbing  

talent, h in d sight has sim ilarly im plicated  the film's director. Peckinpah critic David  

W eddle has argued that w ith  P a t G arrett an d  Billy th e  Kid  the d irector’s acute  

artistic v ision  w as beginning to b lur .22 He argues that s lo p p in ess  and self- 

co n scio u sn ess  had bled into his w ork  in the form o f  crude sym bolism , such as a 

m om en t early in the film w h ere K ristofferson's Billy m akes the Christ-on-the- 

crucifix p o se  w hen  arrested  by Garrett, w hich  'leap[t] ou t like a neon  sign'.^^ 

A nother instance o f th is is the im age o f children p laying on the ga llow s w h ile  the  

A m erican flag is fram ed in the background. W eddle reads this as Peckinpah  

feed ing the critics a sch em atic o f the m o v ie’s ‘m e s s a g e ’.^^

This ech oes the critical a ssessm en t o f Dylan’s m o st recen t ou tput ‘George 

jackson’. Paul W illiam s explains that m any com m en tators at the tim e found the  

gestu re insincere, a p osition  w ith  w hich  he sym p ath ised . W hile he con sid ered  the  

m usiciansh ip  first rate, th ere w as an 'uncom m unicative b lankness' to the  

perform ance that m arred Dylan's heartfelt gestu re w ith  inauthenticity.^s Gray has 

p oin ted  ou t that th e A -side strictly  fo llow s the form ula o f Dylan's p re -1 9 6 4  folk  

songs.26 A sum m ation  o f th ese  readings is that the re lian ce on an older tem p late  

sou red  th e fresh n ess n ecessary  to lend the w ork  sincerity , and in so m e w ays the  

son g  appeared  too m ad e-to-ord er to su g g est m uch conviction .

20 Paul Seydor, Peckinpah: The W estern Films (London: U niversity o f  Illinois Press, 198 0 ), 210. 
Seydor, Peckinpah, 210.

22 W eddle, Peckinpah, 461 .
23 W eddle, Peckinpah, 474 . It is possib le h ow ever that Peckinpah had artistic reasons for this, as 
docum ented  later.
2'* W eddle, Peckinpah, 474.
25 W illiam s, Early Years, 267.
2® Gray, Encyclopedia  346 . Two takes w ere  released. On the B -side th ere w as the 'Big Band’ version, 
featuring acoustic and steel guitar, bass, drum s and tw o  backing vocalists . Dylan's so lo  version  w as 
featured on the A-side.
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Here we have tw o esteem ed artistic figures a t a sim ilar point in their 

expressive abihties, and in hindsight, analogous critical appraisal. Hovî  their 

collaboration expresses and confronts these issues will be exam ined shortly.

Kris Kristofferson’s m anager, who had handled the business affairs for 

Dylan a t the Isle of W hite Festival in 1969 enticed Dylan into the f i lm . 27 Dylan 

learned from him tha t the film was being produced and tha t Kris Kristofferson was 

due to play William Bonney. A m eeting w ith w rite r Rudy W urlitzer resulted. 'Rudy 

needed a song for the script', Dylan said in an interview  taken in 1973. '1 w asn 't 

doing anything. Rudy sen t the script, and 1 read it and liked it and we got together. 

And then  I saw  The Wild Bunch and Straw  Dogs and Cable Hogue and liked them  

[...]. So 1 w rote ["Billy”] real q u i c k ’. Dylan moved down to the filming location in 

Durango w ith his wife and five children on 23 November 1972.29 Dylan was so 

enam oured w ith the location, and Peckinpah so pleased w ith Dylan’s 

dem onstration of the song 'Billy’, tha t he offered him a speaking part in the film.^o 

The part in question was Alias, The Kid’s enigmatic sidekick. Dylan, in a 

retrospective interview, again affirmed his aforem entioned fondness for outlaws 

as his reason for participating: 'Why did I do it, 1 guess 1 had a fondness for Billy 

the Kid. In no w ay can I say 1 did it for the money.’̂ i

The production of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid was a trying, nay to rtu rous 

one for m any of the key personnel. Tension and conflict betw een Peckinpah and 

the studio resulted in post-production woes tha t scuppered the d irec to r’s 

intended vision. As a result, there  are th ree  available versions of Pat Garrett w ith 

differences both subtle and large across all th ree cuts. Peckinpah left the 

production during the final editing stages of the movie, bu t did have the 

opportunity  to p resen t to the studio tw o 'd irecto r’s cuts’ or 'preview s’, and as such 

these bear the prelim inary stam p of approval from Peckinpah, a t least a t a 

penultim ate stage before a m ore polished cut could be a c h ie v e d .^ 2  The movie w as

27 Gray, Encyclopedia, 536.
Heylin, Behind the Shades, 340.
Gray, Encyclopedia, 536.
Heylin, Behind the Shades, 341.
Cameron Crowe, 'Cameron Crowe Interview,’ booklet for Biograph, compact disc Columbia 

4 8 8 0 9 9 2 ,1 9 8 5 ,2 3 .
Paul Seydor, 'The Authentic Death and Contentious Afterlife of P at Garrett and Billy the Kid-. The 

Several Versions of Peckinpah’s Last W estern,’ in Peckinpah Today: New Essays on the Films o f  Sam
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finally handed over to Peckinpah’s editors to complete for the theatrical release. 

This version is now commonly known as the theatrical cut. It was the only version 

publicly available for the following decade, and while historically im portant, has 

yet to be re-released in the DVD era and is long since out of print. Most 

significantly for this analysis, the theatrical version features Dylan’s music in 

different configurations than intended. ‘1 could tell tha t it had been chopped to 

pieces', recalled Dylan in 1985. 'Someone other than Sam had taken a knife to 

som e valuable scenes tha t w ere in it. The music seem ed to be scattered  and used 

in every o ther place but the scenes in which we did it for.’^̂  It is difficult to discern 

which scenes Dylan may have had intended each piece of music to be attached to, 

as the musical discrepancies betw een Peckinpah's preview  and the theatrical cut 

are often not extensive in regards the com positions used. There are major 

differences, however, w ith regards to lengths of the cues used, and on occasion, 

the actual take of the s o n g . 34  For instance, the rendition of'Billy' used in the finale 

of the theatrical version ['Billy 4' on the official soundtrack] is different to the take 

used on Peckinpah's preview. There are segments, however, w here different 

pieces of music are used in the sam e part of film. In the afterm ath of Billy's 

shooting of Alamosa Bill, the ‘Final Theme' tha t had been used in Peckinpah’s 

preview  has been supplanted by an instrum ental take of 'Knockin' on Heaven's 

Door' in the theatrical cut. Such changes obviously affect the sem antics of the 

scene, and will be detailed when necessary in the coming analysis.

The first of Peckinpah's preview  cuts was aired on the pioneering 'Z 

Channel' pay cable station in 1988, and released on laser disc in 1990 by Turner 

Home Entertainment.^^ In 2005, a DVD of the film distributed by W arner Brothers 

was released containing the '1988 Turner Preview Version’, debuted publically on 

the 'Z Channel’, as well as a new  'special edition’ which com bined elem ents of the 

theatrical version and the preview  cut along w ith scenes left out of both versions. 

The consulting editor of this '2005 Special Edition’ was Peckinpah com m entator 

and H olljw ood editor Paul Seydor. Seydor's intention w as to bridge the gap

Peckinpah, Michael Bliss [ed.) (Illinois: Southern Illinois University Press, 2012), 1 0 1 -1 3 6  (103). 
The second of these previews has never been made publically available.
33 Crowe, 'Interview,' 23.

Heylin, T h e True Story of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid,' 90.
Seydor, 'Versions,' 102.
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between the refinement of the theatrical version and Peckinpah’s ‘vision’ in the 

initial preview cut.^^ With a combination of the preview version [the '1988 Turner 

Preview'] and the theatrical edition, the '2005 Special Edition’ again features 

vagaries in the use of music. As all versions of Pat Garrett overlap and interact 

with each other (the DVD set for instance packages the '2005 Special Edition’ and 

'1988 Turner Preview’ together, but not the theatrical), the film in its multiple 

iterations exists as a kind of totality with the memory of one cut informing the 

other, but 1 will make distinctions when necessary, particularly in regard to the 

use of Dylan's music.

Before moving into the more scene-specific analysis, 1 would like provide a 

broad overview of Dylan's score, and a degree of historical context for his 

compositional choices. While the instrum entation of the score is largely comprised 

of a variety of rock and pop music mainstays like acoustic and electric guitar and 

bass and percussion, aspects of the music regarding its function and narrative role 

are highly traditional and derivative of cinematic norms reaching back into the 

1930s. Film score scholar Claudia Gorbman has, among her other guidelines for 

the functionality of film music, assigned its semiotic duties to two categories. 

Firstly, it refers the spectator to demarcations and levels of narration, and 

secondly, it illustrates, emphasises, underlines, and points via what she terms 

connotative c u e in g .^ ^  What follows will be a brief outlining of the extent to which 

Dylan's score adheres to these norms of non-diegetic music.

To look firstly at the demarcations and levels of the narrative: the extent to 

which Dylan's music fulfils this role is weighted in favour of tradition. Variants of 

the song 'Billy', for example, are used over the title sequence and the end credits, 

signifying both the beginning and end of the film. This has the effect of reinforcing 

the film's narrative and its formal opening and closure. Secondly, Gorbman lists 

time, place, stock characterisation and point of view as areas that can be 

demarcated by music. These are areas in which Dylan’s music has to some extent 

deviated from the norm, as many of the typical indicators of these elements are 

absent. According to Gorbman:

Seydor, ‘Versions,’ 102. 
Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, 82.
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Certain melodic types characterise Westerns: either based on Western 
ballads, or the typical calls of bugles in the case of cavalry films, or 
"Western frontier” melodies in major keys with skips of perfect fourths and 
fifths, connoting the grandeur of the frontier landscape. Other melodic 
types illustrate another kind of "nature," the kind with birds, serene lakes, 
and virgin forests; these often present a stylization of bird calls or the 
major-key pastoral pleasantness of the first measures of Beethoven's Sixth
Symphony.38

The low-key nature of the ensemble that composed the soundtrack 

notwithstanding, the absence of musical ‘m arkers’, the kind of which are detailed 

in Gorbman's example, are conspicuous by their absence in Pat Garrett. The music 

does not reflect the grandeur of nature, while secondary characters are not 

indicated with leitmotifs. (Music that informs the audience who is the hero or the 

villain in the style of Ennio Morricone's work for Sergio Leone, for example, is 

absen t]  Rather, Dylan’s score remains rooted in the film’s aesthetic, w here a 

degree of authenticity and verisimilitude in tone is prized over more harmonically 

complex orchestral arrangements. As such the ballad ‘Billy’, whilst employing bass 

guitar, is compatible with the instrumentation and song-writing style of the era. 

The degree to which point of view is represented by the music is a complex issue 

and will be explored later in the more detailed treatm ents of ‘Billy’ and 'Knockin’ 

on Heaven’s Door'. The issue of time and place, however, is more obviously linked 

to the music. The acoustic guitar and harmonica are perceived to be redolent of 

rural A m e r i c a , a n d  the 'cowboy ballad' is of a piece with the narrative. The 

presence of bass and electric guitar marks the score as an approximation of 

homespun music, if not a direct emulation.'^'’

The degree to which Dylan's score resonates with an authenticity could 

partially be due to a close adherence to American folk-song structures. As filtered 

through the sensibilities of composers such as Aaron Copland and Virgil Thomson, 

western score scholar Kathryn Kalinak posits an American musical identity as

38 Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, 86.
As these instruments are not strictly indigenous to the historical Old West, the audience’s 

ideologically-conditioned perception of them as authentic to the American frontier can account for 
this im pression of genuineness. See Kalinak, Music in the Western, 5.

An interesting contemporary parallel to this method of scoring is in Roman Polanski’s 1971  
adaptation of Macbeth. Here the director utilized the progressive-rock band the 'Third Ear Band’ to 
provide modern, but tonally authentic music, as opposed to a classic film score. The effect is similar 
to Pat Garrett in evocating a period feel and conveying the underlying mood of the film w^ithout the 
strict use of historically accurate instrumentation, or from the use of a m ore conventional 
orchestral score.
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being forged from folk elements and hymnody.'^i As illustrated by Kalinak, the 

movement away from European Modernism and jazz by American art music in the 

1930s resulted in an embrace of:

Anglo-American folk song, period music, and hymnody—and the
uncomplicated melodies, simple harmonies, characteristic rhythms, and
sparse orchestrations derived from t h e m

This music, with its high degree of applifability to the w e s te r n ,w a s  shaped by 

composers such as Copland and Thomson, who incorporated hymnal and folk- 

derived material into their compositions.'^'^ With both composers eventually 

moving to Hollywood, they carried their aesthetic into their scores for Of Mice and 

Men [1940) and Our Town (1940), and the documentaries The Plow That Broke the 

Plains (1936), The River (1937), and Louisiana Story (1948), ultimately shaping the 

aesthetics of western scores such as Dimitri Tiomkin’s Red River (1948), Jerome 

Moross’s The Big Country (1958), and Elmer Bernstein’s The Magnificent Seven 

(1960).'^^ That Dylan’s music can be situated so comfortably in the western milieu 

speaks of the pervasiveness of this folk-music bedrock as informing archetypical 

w estern scores. In stripping back the harmonic complexity and expansiveness of 

the Hollywood orchestra, Dylan is unearthing the underlying structures rooted in 

the western scoring tradition.

According to Kalinak, the prominent quotation of hymns, especially in the 

westerns of John Ford such as My Darling Clementine (1946) and The Searchers 

(1956) is another articulation of this musical aesthetic.'’̂  ̂ This is where Dylan 

makes an interesting divergence from tradition. In avoiding hymns, Dylan and 

Peckinpah's unease with the portrayal of religion in the Old West ties into a larger 

counterculture aesthetic pervading westerns in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

The ironic treatm ent of hymns, as found in Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch, feeds into 

a larger satirical and questioning attitude towards the hegemony of the Protestant

'*1 Kathryn Kalinak, Film Music: A Very Short Introductior\ (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010)67 .

Kathryn Kalinak, introduction to Music in the Western: Notes from the Frontier, Kathryn Kalinak 
(ed) (Oxon: Routledge, 2012), 1-17 (3).

Kalinak, Music in the Western, 3.
Kalinak, Music in the Western, 3.

“•s Kalinak, Film Music, 67.
Kalinak, Film Music, 67.



91

ethos on the frontier. Robert Altman's revisionist western McCabe & Mrs. Miller 

(1971] features a priest who acts as a terminal hindrance to the protagonist, while 

Robert Downey Sr.'s absurdist western Greaser's Palace (1972] is a sustained 

satire on religion in the Old West. Both films employ anachronistic music, with a 

pronounced avoidance of the John Ford-derived incorporation of hymns into 

frontier life. In eschewing hymns, Dylan also appears to be reacting to the nature 

of the material. Peckinpah's jaundiced view of religion can be found in the violence 

and obduracy of the character Ollinger. Portrayed in purely antagonistic terms, his 

fervent Old Testament rhetoric is mocked by Billy the Kid, and the character is 

summarily executed in the s treet by the outlaw. With the negative connotations 

surrounding puritanical religion in the narrative, Dylan, in sympathy with the Kid 

both in his role as Alias and as the film's omniscient balladeer, avoids any overt 

evocations of traditional Protestant hymns, showing an allegiance to the Kid's and 

Peckinpah’s secularity.

This section will now turn to look at some of the antecedents for Dylan's 

stripped-down and balladic score, which will help to position Dylan's Pat Garrett 

music in a larger context. Arguably the most famous and successful score to which 

Dylan's Garrett score is analogous to is Dimitri Tiomkin's High Noon (1952). This 

is one of the earliest examples of a w estern  title song's thematic integration with 

the narrative while simultaneously working as a commercial entity independent of 

the film.'^^ The titular song sets num erous precedents for the format adapted by 

Dylan in 1973,'^® among them the use of the harmonica and the solo performance 

of the vocals by Tex Ritter (notable given the prevalence of male choruses in

Deborah Allison, '"Do Not Forsake Me: The Ballad of High Noon” and the Rise of the Movie Theme 
Song’ rh ttp ://sensesofcinem a.com /2003/28/baIlad  of high noon/. 1 February 2014).

It is of note that 'High Noon’, the aesthetic forbearer of a song like 'Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’, 
won the 1952 Academy Award for Best Original Song. The western as a genre has been  
traditionally compatible with the Oscar ceremonies, and the linkages between the two Hollywood 
establishm ents colours Dylan’s casting as both actor and composer. The folk-pop standard 
'Raindrops Keep Pallin' on My Head’ from the western Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid likewise 
won the Best Original Song honour in 1969 (while the title song from the western True Grit was 
nominated the same year). 'Marmalade, Molasses & Honey’ from the western The Life and Times o f  
Judge Roy Bean was nominated in 1972, the year before Pat G a rre tts release. The drafting of Dylan 
for his song-craft and his commercial viability (and indeed critical approbation) would come to 
fruition in 2000 when Dylan’s 'Things Have Changed’ won the Oscar for Best Original Song for the 
film W onder Boys.



92

'Golden Age' w esterns, particularly those of John Ford].'^^ Similarly, the stripped- 

down aesthetic of ‘The Ballad of High Noon’ (guitar, accordion and drum s) gives 

the song a degree of historical authenticity. Also, the use of a single them e-tune 

which serves in a m onothem atic capacity and prim ary com ponent of the dram atic 

underscore, while significant historically,^'’ also presages Dylan's extensive use of 

the song 'Billy' which likewise is revisited frequently (and w ith evolving meaning) 

throughout Pat Garrett. (The use of the ballad 'Billy' at various points could also be 

inspired by a sim ilar use of the ballad form in the 1965 w estern  Cat Ballou.y^ Most 

pertinen t for this thesis, however, is the relationship betw een the lyrics and the 

visuals in High Noon, and the integration of the song at key points in the narrative. 

The lyrics, for example, are woven into a scene in such a way as to suggest the 

hero 's thoughts. An instance of this occurs w hen Grace Kelly's character Amy 

decides to leave her husband Kane (Gary Cooper) when he resolves to fend off a 

group of vengeful outlaws, and the lyric 'Do not forsake me oh my darling' can be 

heard fleetingly in the soundtrack, explicitly linking the singer to Kane's inner 

thoughts. This relationship betw een the narrative’s balladeer and the private 

thoughts of a character em erge later in 'Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’ w here Dylan 

too adapts a first-person voice to articulate the thoughts of a 'strong, silent type’ in 

the mould of Gary Cooper. The close relationship of the lyrics and the p lot sets 

another precedent for Dylan, who em ploys a sim ilar strategy with 'Billy' and 

'Knockin' on Heaven's Door'. The unabashed literalism  of the lyrics too may have 

been an influence on Dylan, as they describe Kane's predicam ent in extensive 

detail, as well as com prising the moral quandaries at the heart of the story. High 

Noon is consequently a strong forbearer for the level of musical integration 

p resen t in Pat Garrett, as it represen ts a highly instructive excursion into 

audio/visual synchronicity betw een the sto ry  and the song.^^

Dylan had been  fam iliar w ith  Tex Ritter, having used  the title  o f  on e o f h is film -son gs ‘Blood on 
th e  Saddle' as inspiration  for th e line 'blood on your saddle' in his 1975  song 'Idiot Wind'. See Gray, 
Song & Dance Man III, 551.

Phillip D rum m ond, High Noon (London: British Film Insitute, 1 9 97 ), 62.
Clinton Heylin, in conversation  w ith  the author, 22  May 2011 .
T iom kin and director Fred Zinnem ann, how ever, go further than Dylan and Peckinpah in 

integrating the m usic and visuals into a connective w h ole . An exam ple in High Noon  occurs w hen  
th e  score's percussion  accentuates the tick ing o f  th e  clock, gradually build ing in volum e and 
dram atic intensity.
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Akin to the instrumentation of 'The Ballad of High Noon' and eschewing 

orchestral complexity in favour of simpler folk-derived compositions, Dylan's low- 

key and stripped-down ensemble manage to simulate authenticity and a diegetic 

quality without adhering to historically accurate instrumentation. An unassuming 

arrangem ent of folk-derived music is not uncommon for westerns in the post-War 

period; although sometimes heard in lavish symphonic renditions, such music 

could also be performed with sparse arrangem ents or a cappella.^^ Such instances 

include Robert Mitchum singing T h e  Streets of Laredo' in Pursued [1947] or Harry 

Carey, Jr. singing ‘I Ride an Old Paint’ in Red River. These cases, however, are 

diegetic in nature, and Pat Garrett is notably free of any diegetic music, in spite of 

the num ber of musicians in the cast. Nor, apparently, did Peckinpah consider at 

any point an onscreen performance for Dylan, despite his role of soundtrack 

c o m p o s e r .T h i s  can be seen again as part of a broader late-1960s and early- 

1970s trend to eschew the conventional application of music in the western score. 

In a concurrent vein, Dylan and Peckinpah make no recourse to the genre 

conventions of hymns, nor the use of jaunty stand-up piano rags as found in 

num erous tavern scenes in traditional westerns. In aiming for a degree of 

authenticity [in terms of an overall deglamorization, if not in term s of historical 

veracity), Peckinpah was not alone among his contemporaries. As part of a trend 

among comparable revisionist westerns, musical performances are absented from 

saloon scenes as a means to evoke a greater verisimilitude than that found in the 

studio and post-studio era.^^ Likewise, the use of un-western contemporary songs 

in w estern  film scores, particularly those from the revisionist perspective, also has 

its antecedents, for example ‘Raindrops Keep Failin' on My Head' from Butch 

Cassidy and the Sundance Kid [1969], and Leonard Cohen's contributions to 

McCabe & Mrs. Miller [1971], which also refuses diegetic music in favour of non- 

diegetic balladic commentary.^^

53 Kalinak, Music in the Western, 5.
5“* Paul Seydor, email to the author, 6 February 2014.
55 Peter Stanfield, ‘From the Barroom Floor: American Song, Saloon Culture, Stack O’Lee, and Wild 
Bill, or "Did you touch my hat?’" in Music in the Western: Notes from the Frontier, Kathryn Kalinak 
(ed) (Oxon: Routledge, 2012), 183-202 [190).
5® Kathryn Kalinak, introduction to Music in the Western: Notes from the Frontier, Kathryn Kalinak 
(ed) (Oxon: Routledge, 2012), 1-17 (8).
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As evidenced by songs such as ‘John Wesley Harding' Dylan was capable of 

com bining the traditional cow boy/outlaw  ballad with a revisionist stance, while in 

no way negating the simplicity and essential aesthetic of the original form (m aking 

the Peckinpah collaboration an ap t one, given his revisionist take on the Billy the 

Kid myth).

3.4 Dylan's Integration

To look now at the use of Dylan and his music in this narrative context: the 

filmmakers confront several challenges in integrating the perform er's persona and 

voice into a cohesive narrative space. The m ethods em ployed by Peckinpah and 

his editors show  adroitness in preparing the view er visually and aurally for 

Dylan’s entrance. Of in te rest also is Dylan's prom inence as a narrative 'voice'. 

Functioning both as the character Alias and the non-diegetic voice of the 

soundtrack, Dylan enhances motifs and them es found in the screenplay and 

direction, while his scoring choices lead to som e in teresting  serendipitous effects, 

perhaps owing to his lack of schooling in conventional film scoring.

An area to address firstly is the casting itse lf In casting Dylan the film joins 

a long list of w esterns th a t em ploy a singer to act in front of the cam era. It is 

arguable th a t this s inger/ac to r dual role belonged to the tenets of the traditional 

w estern, and in som e ways was part of the anachronistic milieu tha t Peckinpah 

w as lam enting the loss of while sim ultaneously satirizing. This further adds to the 

magpie-like lifting of hom ages and elem ents from a whole spectrum  of w esterns 

by Peckinpah, which will be touched upon again later. W hether it was intentional 

on the part of Peckinpah, casting Dylan as both actor and song con tribu to r ties the 

movie to the traditional w estern , and as such m akes Dylan's role self-reflexive and 

ironic, in th a t a reluctan t icon of the counterculture and the antithesis of 

Hollywood conservatism  is cast in the dual role so redolent of pre-1960s w esterns 

(although not exclusively so: for instance, Glen Campbell's p a rt as ac to r/so n g 

w rite r/p e rfo rm er in 1969's True Grit).

The first high-profile acting perform ance of Dylan in and of itself can be 

problem atic w hen presenting an authentic, period-set filmic world. Casting Dylan 

on the  surface brings a num ber of associations tha t could easily im pede the 

view er's suspension of disbelief. His filmed identity  w as the docum ental cinema
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vehte aesthetic of Dont Look Back, one suggestive of ‘real life ’ w^ith its footage of 

press conferences, interview/s, im prom ptu jamming sessions between musicians 

and numerous backstage scenarios. W ith its intimate access to the procedures of 

live performance— filmed in a manner that is deliberately counter-illusionist— the 

apparatus at w ork both in fron t o f and behind the camera in Dont Look Back is 

plain ly in evidence. Dylan's centrality to the documentary ties him  to this 

deconstructionist stance, meaning that his on-screen image exists in a m ilieu that 

seems w holly opposed to the fictionalised, dramatic w orld  that Peckinpah created 

on screen. The filmmakers o f Pat Garrett had the task o f making this once highly- 

visible personality integrate in to an often figurative, symbolic and highly 

allegorical movie w ithou t his presence conflicting w ith  the fictional world.

Dylan's absorption into the narrative faces another hurdle w ith  his vocal 

presence on the soundtrack. Throughout the movie Peckinpah, despite his 

recourse to reflexivity, does not break the fourth wall, and never are the cameras 

or sound recording equipment (deliberately] visible w ith in  a shot. The issue of 

diegetic in tegrity however is not entire ly clear cut. While the 'technical' apparatus 

is not visible for the non-diegetic music— in line w ith  Gorbman's firs t prerequisite 

for trad itional film  scoring^^— the most obvious musical instrum ent on the score is 

righ t in fron t o f the viewer: Bob Dylan, in contrast to say Rio Bravo (1959), 

featuring famous crooner Dean M artin and teen idol Ricky Nelson in speaking 

parts, both actors are allowed to play to the ir real-world personas w ith  scenes 

devoted almost exclusively to the two performers singing in character. Such an on

screen performance can 'naturalise' the music, smoothing over ambiguity by 

consciously providing a bridge between the diegesis and the viewer's fam ilia rity  

w ith  the stars' public persona. In Pat Garrett, however, there is no evidence that 

Alias is a performer. Dylan's musical performances are thus confined to the non- 

diegetic realm, and w ith  the singer's unique, highly 'visible' voice, ambiguity is 

engendered as to the relationship Dylan has to the narrative world. A source of 

in terpretative tension emerges from this quandary, as the omniscient balladeer is 

both outside the narrative space, as well as a participant in the on-screen story.

The ambiguity as to who is singing (Alias or Dylan] is also an instance of 

m ixing a fictional character w ith  the non-diegetic score and maintaining a

Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, 75.
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relatively grounded narrative. For all its m odernist and self-reflexive flourishes 

(the use of slow-motion, a prologue and epilogue in the 'Turner preview', 

Peckinpah’s small role late in the film) the film is determ inedly 'realistic' in its self- 

contained u n iv e r s e .T h e  absence of fourth-w all d isturbance places the spectator 

in a curious position of not having a tangible hold on w here the music is 

em anating from. Alias, for instance, is not portrayed as an articulate character, 

judging especially from a la ter scene w here he struggles to enunciate the 

ingredients listed on can labels. Initially the character was w ritten  as having a 

s tu tte r bu t the conceit was a b a n d o n e d . T h e  implication, from Dylan’s frequent 

presence alongside Billy, is tha t he may prove w itness to and report on Billy’s 

legacy (the first shots of Alias suggest he may be a p rin te r’s d e v i l ) . T h e  Alias of 

the movie therefore can only stim ulate in the spectator a sense of musical literacy 

by the inference tha t Dylan's casting brings to the film. This of course raises 

another issue of am biguity as to how much Alias essentially is Dylan. The 

m ercurial character is certainly reflective of Dylan's public persona, as are the 

quirky, pseudo-philosophical sound-bites of dialogue redolent of Dylan's m ore 

gnomic interview s (G arrett asks the 'boy' who he is, only for Alias to answ er 

'That's a good question').

Having allowed the persona of Dylan to fill in the gaps in Alias's 

characterisation, the film m akers still need to establish his voice on the audio track. 

Given tha t the audience m ust accept a character indebted to the personality of the 

perform er, they likewise m ust unite this on-screen presence with his off-screen 

role. W hat follows is a closer look a t how  the creative team  manage to unify the

58 Peckinpah scholar Stephen Prince has argued forcefully that academia is neglectful of 
Peckinpah’s modernist sensibilities, comparing him to Jean-Luc Godard and Alain Resnais. Prince 
identifies areas of Pat Garrett where the director uses cinema to reveal fluid states of 
consciousness, and to capture a kind of free-association of images in the minds of his characters. 
Examples of the former are the characteristic interspersal of slow-motion into scenes of violence, 
while the latter concerns the use of flashbacks at the beginning of the movie from Pat Garrett’s 
point of view. Moreover, Prince details Peckinpah’s use of the language of cinema to dissolve the 
rigid boundaries between inner and outer experience. See Prince, Savage Cinema, 94. The blurring 
of these boundaries is evident both in the characters on screen, but also with the artistic personas 
of the creators. In keeping with the modernist recourse to reflexivity, Peckinpah, for example, 
inserts himself in the movie in a speaking role at a crucial point in the narrative. Reflexivity in 
Dylan is a multi-facetted issue, although a number of his lyrics of this period have a degree of overt 
references to Dylan’s own creative situation, such as 'When 1 Paint My Masterpiece’ and 'Watching 
the River Flow’ from Bob Dylan's Greatest Hits, Vol. 2 (1971).

Heylin, Behind the Shades, 342.
Lee, Films, 77.



97

presence of the two 'Dylans’ with a gradual priming of the audience. The various 

factors that could cause an incredulous response are introduced progressively, 

while the most challenging moment of Alias’s introduction is subtly deflected to 

minimise any jarring effect.

In the classical Hollywood vein, film music is typically not intended to be 

heard consciously—Gorbman's second function of ‘inaudibility’.̂  ̂ it should 

subordinate itself to dialogue and to visuals, which are in the classic Hollywood 

model the primary vehicles of the narrative. While largely adhered to, there are 

aesthetic (and commercial) considerations for this function to be carefully 

overlooked in Pat Garrett. The ‘Main Title Theme (Billy)’ that plays throughout the 

title sequence in the 'Turner preview’ cut for example is rendered louder in the 

sound mix whenever dialogue and sound effects are absent. This is usually 

whenever a credit is overlaid (the ‘Turner preview’ features titles overlaid atop a 

framing device of Garrett being murdered by his employers in 1909,^2 while the 

rest of the film takes place in 1881, save the return to Garrett’s death in the 

epilogue). The question of ‘inaudibility’, however, is problematized by the high- 

profile of the artist composing the score. While the low-key instrumental music is 

itself inconspicuous, at least in the initial scenes where vocals are not yet used, the 

awareness of the music is raised accordingly. The film, however, has not yet 

debuted Dylan’s voice. Only the ‘Main Title’ and an instrumental tune 'Workin’ For 

the Law’ have been heard, and have been used in a sequence establishing the 

dynamic between the two leads. Both establish the low-fi, intimate brand of folk- 

rock that remains in place the entire movie.^^ The 'soundscape’ of the film has 

been established and understood, leaving the hurdle of the vocals and lyrics, 

which are traversed next.

When Billy initially surrenders to Garrett at the Stinking Springs shack, the 

song 'Billy Surrenders' is played over the scene. While there are no actual lyrics 

used, the song features vocalisations from Dylan and his band. Dylan’s voice is 

mixed high in the scene, which sees Garrett, and his partners Bell and Ollinger,

Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, 76.
62 The real Pat Garrett was actually killed in 1908.
63 Byrds alumnus Roger McGuinn plays gentle electric guitar fills over Dylan and guitarist Bruce 
Langhorne’s strummed acoustic guitars, while noted Stax label musician Booker T. contributes 
unobtrusive bass guitar. See Olof Bjorner, ‘Still on the Road: 1973 Recording Sessions’ 
fhttp://w w w .biorner.com /D SN 02100% 201973.htm . 11 January 2014).
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descend from the high ground to a rre s t Billy. Our atten tion  here is draw n to the 

music when there  is a relative v isual/narrative stasis on screen. The unassum ing 

vocals and simple melody appear over the conclusion to a scene w here the main 

action has finished, coming as a relief to the suspense tha t preceded it, and recedes 

again upon entrance to the subsequent jailhouse scene w here Billy is im prisoned 

by Ollinger. While the music here is 'audible', its unassum ing nature, placed in the 

closing stage of a scene, helps to introduce Dylan’s voice and music in a w ay tha t 

does not intrude or d isrup t the narrative, fading in volume to account for dialogue, 

and mixed out as we cut to the next scene.

The issue of audibility navigates its m ost difficult stre tch  im m ediately after 

Billy’s escape from the jail. The view er’s aw areness is piqued w hen w e get our first 

glimpse of Dylan as he em erges from the Lincoln Bulletin, in tercu t w ith Billy’s 

escape. Here Peckinpah skilfully introduces Dylan am idst a scene w here the 

audience’s atten tion  is focused on a visceral series of events. Billy has ju st shot 

Bell and is standing on the upper floor of the jail, about to fire a t Ollinger, when 

Alias em erges on to the porch of the press house. After Billy m urders Ollinger, we 

see Alias looking up a t Billy as he sings from the jailhouse window. Only after a 

few of these shots establishing Dylan in-universe do we hear Dylan’s vocals on the 

soundtrack in the form of 'Billy’, as The Kid begins to ride out of town.^^^ Again, 

placed after the main action (in this case Billy's escape and double-m urder), the 

narrative is relatively free of tension, and this allows the m usic and lyrics a degree 

of latitude to be heard and assim ilated.

At this point the audience can piece together the series of juxtapositions 

tha t convey a cum ulative series of meanings. Dylan em erging from  the printing 

press firstly signifies his affinity w ith w ords and the dissem ination of stories. A 

series of shots of Alias in tercut w ith Billy singing from the  courthouse w indow  

foreground him as a character tha t will recur, w ithout actually giving him any 

dialogue. W hen his lyrics en ter for the  first time, they coincide w ith Billy the  Kid 

propagating his own legend. Significantly, the ballad w ith lyrics only en ters once 

an enam oured Alias has seen The Kid in action, inferring th a t Dylan's character is a 

chronicler of Billy the Kid's legend. In this case, the editing—both visual and in

This rendition is one of the many iterations of the song ‘Billy,’ which appears in num erous guises 
across the various cuts of Pat Garrett. The version used here does not appear on the officially 
released soundtrack.
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regards to the song's placement—deftly reconciles the Dylan of the movie with the 

singer of the soundtrack.

This is the most challenging m om ent for the creative team, as the potential 

for breaking the diegetic spell is at its height, seeing Dylan both in the diegetic 

world and hearing him outside of it simultaneously. Once again, the careful 

deployment of story-telling elements carry the spectator's thought process 

through this sequence. By introducing the narrative pieces in an ordered fashion: 

Alias emerging from the printing press; admiring Billy while standing on the cusp 

of the building’s exit (not from inside the building, in an interesting piece of 

characterisation]; and the alternating shots of him watching while Billy is thrown 

by his horse, the audience is guided through stages of awareness as to Dylan’s part 

in the narrative. Without using dialogue, the spectator can project and predict 

that Alias, a journalistic figure on the fringes, respects Billy and ultimately creates 

the song that we are hearing on the soundtrack. This has the effect o f ‘naturalising’ 

the voice and the lyrics. We now have a frame of reference for the source that they 

emerge from, and the position that they take tow ards Billy. Their origin outside 

the diegesis is accounted for as the film has already framed itself as taking place ex 

post facto  by the use of the 1909 framing device at the beginning of the movie. It is 

an easy interpretative leap to conjecture that Dylan/Alias is singing from this 

omniscient perspective also, after having existing in the diegetic world. The 

establishment of this link between the film's story  and Dylan's musical narration 

facilitates the suspension of disbelief, as one can discern a relationship between 

the diegetic world and the non-diegetic world. In o ther words, while the music is 

eminently 'audible', it is contextualised as being from tha t universe and therefore 

jars to a much lesser degree than a song simply descending on the diegesis from 

an unaccountable position.

It should be pointed out that this gradual introduction of Dylan into the 

narrative world is achieved in a more conventional fashion in both the original 

theatrical cut as well as the ‘2005 Special Edition'. In both these cases, the 

instrumental portion of the ‘Main Title' music plays over the initial scenes in Fort 

Sumner where The Kid and his gang indulge in target practice. It continues 

throughout Garrett's arrival and his awkward ingratiation with his old friends. 

This music recedes as Billy and Garrett enter the saloon to talk, whereupon
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G arrett tells Billy of his new job (sheriff) and his new role (to oust The Kid and his 

gang], Dylan's 'Cantina Them e (W orkin’ for the Law)' enters to underline a 

significant piece of dialogue, as in the T u rn e r  preview ’. A major change then 

follows w ith the presence of a delineated title sequence in both the theatrical and 

the ‘2005 Special Edition' cut (in m any instances, the theatrical cut is used as a 

tem plate for the la test v e rs io n ) .C o m p ris e d  of a variety of still shots from the 

film, the title sequence features a varian t of the 'Billy' ballad, later heard again 

w hen The Kid is escaping from town, as in the 'T urner preview '. With this 

dem arcated title sequence, Dylan is introduced non-diegetically, w ith only the 

lyrics to connect him to the w orld of the narrative. As a result, the im pact of the 

ballad 'Billy' is dim inished to a certain extent by being prefigured as a them e tune 

before a diegetic context can be established. In the 'T urner preview ', the sung 

portion of the song 'Billy' em erges after Alias sees The Kid execute a jailbreak in 

keeping w ith the outlaw 's legendary status. The balladic tradition  of 

mythologizing the deeds of an outlaw  occurs in real tim e as it were, as if the lyrics 

w ere generated  by the w itnessing of the deeds. It also adds to the characterisation 

of Alias. Having seen Dylan in the narrative w orld before his first salient vocal 

contribution, the implication is th a t Dylan in the guise of Alias is the perform er at 

som e nebulous future point in the story, ra ther than as an external perform er 

com m enting on the material, as in the dem arcated title sequence.

Aside from this dexterous integration of Dylan into the diegetic space in the 

'T urner preview ', there  are in teresting  effects engendered by the placem ent of 

m usic in regards to the scene's in ternal construction—a propensity  throughout 

the film being to score the la tte r parts of a given scene. In Pat Garrett’s context, 

this m eans tha t the music succeeds the action, ra ther than  presaging it. We have 

already seen th ree  exam ples from the earlier part of the film: the highlighting of 

G arrett's pledge to oust Billy w ith the 'Cantina Theme'; the use of'Billy S urrenders’ 

after The Kid is captured a t Stinking Springs; and the use of the ballad ‘Billy’ in the 

afterm ath of The Kid's escape. As the music is arranged in the film, the main events 

are usually followed by reactive music. A common placem ent is after a significant 

narrative mom ent, like the death of a character, or after an im portan t line of

Stephen Prince, ‘The Recutting of Pat Garett and Billy the Kid: Ethical Problems in Film 
Restoration,’ in Peckinpah Today: New Essays on the Films o f  Sam Peckinpah, Michael Bliss (ed.) 
(Illinois: Southern Illinois University Press, 2012), 8 2 -1 0 0  (90).
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dialogue tha t sets up a future action. As such, the music does not labour on 

suspense cues that prime the audience for the coming action, placing it instead in a 

ruminative role tha t suggests reflection on w hat has come before. In this sense, the 

music is sympathetic to the overall presentation of the film in regards to its tone 

and pacing.

The music is often used with a sense of foreknowledge of w hat occurs in 

the story, and does not try to enforce suspense when an aura of preordained fate 

and forewarning pervades the narrative. In Pat Garrett, the focus is shifted from 

w hat will happen to how it will happen. The audience almost certainly has some 

awareness of the Billy the Kid legend and the conventions of the western genre. 

The filmmakers do not feign a sense of uncertainty as to the main characters' fates: 

the first scene shows the m urder of an aged Garrett in 1909, and features the line: 

'I believe they elected you and paid you good wages for killing the Kid’. This is an 

emphatic s ta tem ent of a preordained outcome, and Dylan's compositions, coupled 

with their placement, fall into line with this elegiac, meditative story. The music 

focuses on the emotional aftermath of violence and betrayal, and as a correlative 

omits a stress on the build-up and release of tension tha t could be effected by 

placing the music before the action.

One such example mentioned from earlier is the 'Cantina Theme (Workin' 

for the Law)' which is heard for the first time in the 'Turner preview' just after 

Billy is informed by Garrett that the electorate wants him 'gone'. The instrumental 

tune is built on a descending melody, and its gentle trundling effect is suggestive of 

the depressiveness of Garrett's work. The track is typically heard when Garrett is 

asserting his authority or is instigating action.®^ Its association with scenes of plot 

and the setting up of future events colours its role as one indicative of procedure 

and laboured habit, and is tied to the characters confronting undesirable 

situations. It is not suggestive of action, instead being redolent of the same inured 

and sullen qualities espoused by Garrett in his unwanted, yet inevitable 

confrontation with Billy.

“  The them e is put to a similar use at multiple points in the film. It appears w hen Garrett 
announces his intention to get a posse together for his initial hunt of The Kid, and immediately 
after Garrett shoots Holly, one of Billy’s gang. It also can be heard over the end of Garrett's meeting 
with the character McKinney, whom  Garrett enlists for his final showdow n with The Kid, and 
finally over the gathering of Garrett’s posse outside Fort Sumner.
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Even with the placement of the 'Final Theme' (named as such on the 

soundtrack LP], appearing as it does before the significant action—in this case 

Garrett's impending m urder of The Kid—there  is a sense of inevitability suggested 

by its rhythm. The 'Final Theme' contains continual passages of tension and relief, 

whereby the percussion pauses to allow for improvisations on guitar and on 

recorder, only to re-establish its steady 4 /4  mom entum again. It m irrors the on

going stops and starts  of Garrett, who having exhausted all distractions, walks at a 

funeral-like pace to finally confront The Kid. it fades to silence when Garrett 

comes to rest on the swinging chair under the roof of the veranda, suspending 

himself like the music before he ultimately goes inside.

In looking a t the anomalous positioning of Dylan's music for Pat Garrett, 

the compositional elements also contribute, as with the ‘Cantina’ and 'Final' 

themes' tempos. Like the film's editing, the languid rhythm of the music is rarely 

broken throughout the movie, one of the few exceptions being the up-tempo 

bluegrass instrumental ‘Turkey Shoot' used during the m urder of Billy's 

companion Silva.

This contemplative and meditative positioning and ruminative mood are 

unusual within the context of Peckinpah's work. In his second directorial 

assignment Ride the High Country (1962] Peckinpah's composer George Bassman 

largely adheres to w estern  scoring in the traditional mode as described by 

Gorbman. The opening titles are  played over scenes of nature with lush 

orchestration, while gentle strings and harp are used for the romantic scenes 

involving the film’s young couple. Music is further used to indicate increased 

tension (there is for example a dramatic blast on the trum pet to underscore the 

shock of actor R.G. Armstrong’s patriarch slapping his daughter]. Jerry Fielding's 

score for The Wild Bunch also follows a m ore traditional route.^^ Each of the film's 

three major se t pieces: the opening heist, the train robbery, and the final massacre.

The score for The Wild Bunch notably favours the underscoring of scenes with serious, thought- 
provoking implications, while scenes o f levity are scored by superficially diegetic folk songs and 
music. The last scene and montage of the now deceased Wild Bunch is scored with a Mexican folk 
song, mingled with the laughing of characters, conveying a sense of abandon and nostalgia. With 
the remaining characters of Thornton and Freddie Sykes still alive, the implication is one of 
continuance. The sense of release as evidenced by both the final m assacre and the music is 
submerged by the tim e Peckinpah reaches Pat Garrett, with the sense of optim ism and warmth 
jettisoned in favour of a bleak and downbeat ending, assisted by Dylan’s mournful rendition of 
‘Billy’.
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are scored with varying degrees of anticipatory music accentuating the uncertain 

outcome and tension of the on-screen action. The opening montage in particular 

uses both Jerry Fielding's underscore and the hymn ‘Shall We Gather at the River?’ 

which serves in an ironic capacity to contrast with the gun fire. As in Ride the High 

Country the score steps in to underscore significant moments in the 

characterisation of the protagonist; w hen William Holden’s Pike falls off his horse, 

the score is duly histrionic, nervous and laboured. In Peckinpah’s Straw  Dogs 

Fielding scores the controversial rape scene initially for suspense before carefully 

modulating the scene’s effect with restless and vacillating strings. Certain 

segments of the film’s final siege are likewise scored with horns, timpani and 

strings as a means of escalating the tension.

For Pat Garrett Dylan did not follow suit with a score in the m anner of 

Fielding. After an initial, unfruitful scoring session in Mexico City, Fielding, as a 

regular collaborator of Peckinpah, was hired as a music supervisor; Peckinpah was 

apparently worried that Dylan would have trouble delivering a score due to his 

inexperience.^^ Fielding was contemptuous of Dylan’s contribution, and Dylan 

largely left his advice unheeded. After hearing 'Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’, 

Fielding left the project.

Even outside of Peckinpah’s oeuvre, stress purely on rumination in the 

aftermath of such scenes is uncommon for westerns. Each instalment in the Sergio 

Leone’s ‘Dollars Trilogy’, for example, features the director’s tradem ark  shootouts 

with their strong emphasis on suspense leading up to the s h o o t i n g . E n n i o  

Morricone’s music is at its most audible at this point, often matching the editing 

and escalating in drama and intensity until the characters fire upon each other.

Lee, Films, 81.
Lee, Films, 8 2 -8 3 . Fielding and Dylan’s aesthetic could scarcely be more different. However, 

Peckinpah’s collaboration on The Ballad o f  Cable Hogue with com poser jerry Goldsmith and writer 
Richard Gillis is interesting for its compatibility with the score eventually provided by Dylan for 
Pat Garrett. Each of the film’s main characters has a theme: Hogue’s ‘Tomorrow is the Song I Sing,’ 
Hildy’s 'Butterfly Morning,’ and joshua’s 'Wait for Me, Sunrise.’ The supplemental music by 
Goldsmith features harmonica and Mexican guitar, banjo and tambourine, again showing  
Peckinpah’s interest in location-specific instrumentation. Fiddle and honky-tonk piano, as well as 
bluegrass music are also in evidence.

A striking example is in For A Few Dollars More (1965), which features sequences that 
foreground the dramatic them e 'La resa dei conti’ in anticipation of gunfire. Perhaps the most 
famous example, however, is in the final sequence of The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, where 'The 
Trio' them e is played over close-ups of the titular characters for over two minutes before a shot is 
fired.
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Such is the pervasiveness of this emphasis on the lead-up to and anticipation of 

death tha t Leone features the idea as a thematic thread in For A Few Dollars More 

(1965], The Good, the Bad and the Ugly [1966], and subsequently brings it to the 

fore with Once Upon a Time in the West (1968], w here the famous harmonica motif 

is used as a musical evocation of a dying man's breath, again in an anticipatory 

fashion7i

The emotive, contemplative qualities accruing from the positioning of the 

music are of a piece with the actual compositions in terms of their 

instrumentation, performances and lyrical content. We turn now to look at the 

specific musical themes provided by Dylan and their connection to Peckinpah's 

vision for the film.

3.5 Themes: Overview
Dylan provides a number of motifs revisited throughout the film. There are a 

num ber of instrumental tracks that contribute to the film's soundscape, and while 

such instrumental colouring can be found in multiple parts of the film, Dylan's two 

most distinct compositions are the songs 'Billy' and ‘Knockin' on Heaven's Door', 

notable especially because of the presence of lyrics in each. When discussing these 

themes, a broad trend  addressed is the ironic use the film's music is frequently put 

to, which adds a depth and complexity to Dylan's sparse compositions. While this 

applies to the instrumentals, the song 'Billy' with its alternately foreboding and 

affectionate content is often made to function as a commentary on the filmic 

depiction of the character in ways tha t add layers of meaning to scenes of 

relatively uncomplicated visuals. The music's apparent lack of discrimination or 

bias tow ards either of the two leads functions to some degree as to compound 

their similarities, inferring a way of reading the material tha t absents itself from 

easy classifications of right or wrong that works in tandem  with Peckinpah's

As a side note, there is an interesting congruence between both Peckinpah’s and Leone's use of 
music: it was Leone’s desire to have the music available and played during filming. Leone had 
Ennio Morricone com pose the score before shooting started for both The Good, The Bad and the 
Ugly and Once Upon A Time in West, and would play the music for the actors on set. Peckinpah also 
had a recording of Dylan’s ‘Billy’ to play on set of Pat Garrett. The tone and pace of the music as 
such had a degree of influence on how both directors envisaged their respective narratives. 
Morricone also may have had an indirect hand in the ‘authentic’ quality of Dylan’s score, as his 
pioneering use of the electric guitar in the popular ‘Dollars Trilogy’ helped to naturalise the 
instrum ent as a congruous part o f a western score, and allowed the instrument to register with a 
degree of unobtrusive familiarity in Pat Garrett.
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aesthetic. While the score often does not prescribe the audience’s response in any 

narrow  or easily classifiable way, the use of a recurring theme at certain points in 

the story nonetheless implies an attitude to the material that assists in conveying 

the meaning of a scene. The same theme will be utilized at related narrative 

moments, sometimes using the same take, bu t the substance of the scene will have 

evolved, thus affecting the music’s import. The most salient evolution of a cue is 

the song 'Billy', which appears in multiple iterations and draws on its earlier uses 

for meaning.

3.5.1 ‘Billy’

Named 'Main Title Theme (Billy)’ on the original soundtrack, the theme is 

introduced in the title sequence and is a wordless, guitar-led version of the 

melody. As mentioned earlier, the song’s debut with lyrics is heard first after Billy 

escapes from the jailhouse and is exiting the town, it continues across the final 

shots of the sequence (including a symbolic shot of a furnace), continuing 

throughout the arrival of Garrett at the scene of the escape. After Billy has escaped 

from his jailers, the music is not celebratory or upbeat. The first three lines list 

threats that Billy m ust face, and a warning tha t Billy's freedom is in danger. The 

first lyrics we hear are:

There's guns across the river aimin' a ty a  
Lawman on your trail, he'd like to catch ya 
Bounty hunters, too, they'd like to get ya 
Billy, they don’t like you to be so free

The second verse features a couplet describing carefree scenes in Billy’s life, and 

then sharply contrasts this with an image evoking his death:

Campin’ out all night on the berenda 
Dealin’ cards ’til dawn in the hacienda 
Up to Boot Hill they’d like to send ya 
Billy, don’t  you tu rn  your back on me

The last line here is unique in all the verses of 'Billy’ and forms a crucial link

between the song and the narrative space. This line places the singer of the song in

the same timeframe and implies a friendship between the singer and the outlaw: 

'Billy, don’t  you turn your back on m e’. This humanises the song and subtly
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rem oves it from the realm  of non-diegetic intervention by suggesting the voice of 

Alias ra ther than the singer-songw riter Bob Dylan. In w arning against the kind of 

betrayal tha t G arrett has inflicted on Billy, the line links the song’s vocals to 

diegetic source and further confirms Alias's chronicling role. The th ird  verse 

m eanwhile continues the suggestion of friendship with its pitying lyrics:

Playin’ around w ith som e sw eet seiiorita 
Into her dark  hallway she will lead ya 
To the shadow s of the maizes she will g reet ya 
Billy, you’re so far away from home

The lyrics’ tone is cautioning and plaintive, which is reflected vocally by Dylan. 

Dylan’s vocals typically ascend in the th ird  line while descending w ord-by-w ord in 

the fourth line. This lends the w ords a sorrow ful quality tha t colours the images of 

Billy’s carefree lifestyle w ith the knowledge of Billy’s ephem eralness and 

vulnerability.

This rendition of 'Billy' continues instrum entally  w hen G arrett arrives in 

tow n and fades out not long after his entry  into the barber shop w hen he instigates 

his hunt for the outlaw. The ballad is next heard  as G arrett is about to en ter his 

home,^^ and continues over shots of Billy’s cross-country trek  and his breaking his 

shackles. The m ontage includes both G arrett and Billy on horseback travelling 

through the w ilderness, accom panied by the refrain 'Billy, you 're so far away from 

home'. This plays over a shot of Garrett, spiritually and physically 'far away from 

hom e' as he is alienated from his wife, and en route to an encounter w ith the 

shadow y Santa Fe ring.

Having initially been used to chronicle and foretell the fate of The Kid, the 

song is now made to w ork as a rejo inder to the surface trium ph on display as Billy 

escapes: 'They say th a t Pat G arrett's got your num ber /  So sleep with one eye open 

w hen you slum ber /  Every little sound just m ight be thunder /  Thunder from the 

barrel of his gun’. This verse is played over Billy’s horseback ride passed his 

reflection in the lake, while the lam ent to Billy being ‘so far away from hom e’ is

In the '2005 Special Edition’ a scene follows where Garrett’s wife confronts him over his decision  
to hunt The Kid and where she expresses her unhappiness at the effect that her husband’s new  job 
is having on her and their marriage. In the Peckinpah-authored 'Turner preview ’, Garrett only 
approaches the gate to his house and halts there tellingly before there is a cut to the next scene. In 
either instance, the line 'Billy, you're so far away from hom e’ has an ironic resonance with Garrett's 
em otional state.
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placed over an image of Garrett. The three-line lam ent for Billy is likewise placed 

over an image of Garrett, adding am biguity to the simple lyrics, ostensibly directed 

at Billy. The incongruous juxtaposition of nam es over their opposite character 

gives the song an ironic spin as both characters’ situations are made 

com plem entary both in the visuals and the lyrics. This second outing for the ballad 

consequently accentuates the linkages betv^^een the apparen t hero Billy and the 

villain Garrett, as they are connected by the deserted  terra in  they occupy, and by 

the song tha t delineates each character yet infers a m eaning for both. Such ironic 

effects are common for Peckinpah; in the earliest stages of the film, the creative 

editing of two different tim e frames makes G arrett the subject of dialogue 

occurring m any years in the past. This occurs in the opening montage, w here

G arrett's m urder in 1909 is in tercut w ith Billy and his gang playing target practice

with chickens in 1881. As Billy takes aim in 1881, the shot rings out in 1909 as 

G arrett falls from his carriage, and a m em ber of The Kid's gang says 'Goddamn 

near perfect', clearly in reference to the chicken, bu t overlaid on the image of 

Garett's fall.’̂^

The th ird  and final time we hear 'Billy' being sung is the m orning after 

G arrett has m urdered The Kid in the film's final scene. The use of this song, and 

particularly the choice of verses used, is again laced with irony. The first th ree 

verses are a repea t of those heard earlier in the film upon The Kid's escape from 

jail. There is a poignancy to hearing the sam e verses a t the climax of the story, 

rendered  deeply ironic after all of which was described in the song has now come 

to pass. The first verse is played as G arrett prepares to make his exit, in a grim 

correlative to Billy’s earlier, trium phant leave-taking from tow n w here he was 

tem porarily  held prisoner. Three of Billy's gang rem ain, including Alias who 

w atches from the wings as he initially had from the  porch of the Lincoln Bulletin. 

As G arrett leaves, we hear Dylan sing:

There 's guns across the river aim in' at ya 
Lawman on your trail, he'd like to get ya 
Bounty hunters, too, they'd like to get ya 
Billy, they don’t like you to be so free

Prince, Savage Cinema, 95.
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The irony is m ore palpable in the next verse, which is sung over a shot of The Kid’s 

love in terest Maria sitting on the  floor next to the table w here Billy lies, and as 

G arrett leaves on horseback:

Campin' out all night on the berenda 
Dealin’ cards 'til daw n in the  hacienda 
Up to Boot Hill they'd like to send ya 
Billy, don 't you tu rn  your back on me

The two carefree images suggestive of staying awake all night are in sharp 

contrast to the actual events before dawn. The som bre and pensive quality of the 

song comes through once again w ith the use of irony, as the verses have finally 

becom e past tense.

As G arrett passes Alias standing in the porch, w e hear Dylan sing 'Billy, 

don 't you turn  your back on me'. Once again the editing reiterates the confluence 

of the song's perform er and Alias. The line is also rendered  ironic, as Billy is 

obviously in no position to betray  Alias. While G arrett leaves (and a child throw s 

stones a t him) he is accom panied by the following verse:

Playin’ around with some sw eet senorita 
Into her dark hallway she will lead ya 
In some lonesom e shadow s she will g reet ya 
Billy, you’re so far aw ay from home

Further irony em erges w ith how  this verse conflicts w ith w hat we have just seen 

of Billy. Rather than 'Playin’ around w ith som e sw eet seiiorita’, Billy shows a 

devotion and tenderness tow ards Maria ra th e r than being a participant or victim 

of a tryst, suggested by 'Into her dark  hallway she will lead ya' and being greeted 

'In som e lonesom e shadows.' As he has been em inently tender w ith the fateful 

Maria, the ballad's lyrics once again are suggestive of a m ysterious 'no-tim e', 

influenced m ore by perception and legend ra ther than actual events. Irony is 

furthered suggested by the fact tha t it is G arrett who is now resolutely 'far away 

from hom e’.

The film’s final shot is a re tu rn  to G arrett's m urder in 1909. The verse tha t 

plays over his fall from his carriage is as follows:
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There’s eyes behind the mirrors in empty places 
Bullet holes and rifles in their cases 
There’s always one more notch and ten more paces 
Billy, and you're walkin’ all alone

Garrett’s killing is perpetrated  by three  men, including his accomplice Poe, and a 

flash cut of Billy firing his gun as Garrett falls. On that freeze frame, the credits 

begin to roll and we hear ‘Billy, and you’re walkin' all alone'. The paranoia of the 

verse, directed ostensibly to Billy, is now applicable to Garrett, considering the 

circumstances of his death. Over the credits we hear the lines:

They say that Pat Garrett's got your num ber 
So sleep with one eye open when you slumber 
Every little sound just might be thunder 
Thunder from the barrel of his gun

The irony of course is that the 'thunder' we have just heard was from the guns 

aimed at Garrett. The song continues:

The businessmen from Taos w ant you to go down 
They've hired Pat Garrett to force you to slow down 
Billy, don 't it make ya feel so low-down 
To be hunted by the man who was your friend?

The businessmen in question have here turned on Garrett, including the character 

of Poe, who has worked throughout the film in the 1881 timeline at the behest of 

Garrett. The last verse speaks to the irony of Billy’s death also, in that the locations 

bear no relation to w here and under what circumstances the Kid is shot:

Gypsy queens will play your grand finale 
Way down in some Tularosa alley 
Maybe in the Rio Pecos valley 
Billy, you’re so far away from home

While the song 'Billy' does alter the emotional impact of the scenes, it similarly 

functions on a detached and intellectual level. It achieves this effect from the 

mixing of verses with ostensibly incongruous images, while the lines themselves 

create contrasts with the actual events and the film’s depiction of The Kid. The use 

of the song during scenes featuring Garrett also stimulates an intellectual response 

by their applicability or resonance with Garrett's dilemma. Likewise, the sense of
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irony and juxtaposition built into the lyrics them selves inform our understanding  

of the dilemma faced by both characters by reinforcing the them e of duality that 

pervades the G arrett/B illy relationship, as v̂ êll as the film's irony-tinged clash of 

rom ance and myth versus history and pragm atism s^ While these are the m ore 

scene-specific effects engendered by the confluence of the lyrics and the visuals, I 

w^ould like to tu rn  now  to look a t the b roader effects of the song's lyrics as 

th readed  throughout the movie, and w^hat the com position in its en tirety  achieves 

in m odulating the tone of the film.

Among the b roader effects of this song is how it helps to characterise the 

film's protagonist and provide the audience w ith a stance or a ttitude by which 

they can understand  w hat Billy the Kid represen ts w ithin Peckinpah's narrative. 

As previously m entioned, Dylan partially achieves this by adopting the persona of 

Alias for the song, one who has been by the character's side and is personally 

invested in The Kid's well-being. We see this played out in num erous scenes, 

w here Alias councils the outlaw, and in the ir first m eeting w here he saves Billy's 

life. Among the ways this intim ate tone and convivial sense is expressed is via the 

song's lyrics. The song 'Billy' accrues to a w arning delivered by the singer to the 

character of Billy the Kid. Verses across all versions have the singer allude to 

im pending physical danger for the character: 'There's guns across the river aimin' 

a t ya' and ‘Every little sound just m ight be thunder /  T hunder from the barrel of 

his gun', bu t Dylan also includes suggestions of designs on Billy's free spirit, such 

as:

Playin' around w ith som e sw eet senorita
Into her dark  hallw ay she will lead ya
In som e lonesom e shadow s she will g reet ya

Another of Dylan’s pieces written for the film likew ise is put to an ironic and intellectualised use 
by Peckinpah. The 'River Them e’ is m ost prominently used in a short scene where Garrett rests 
near a river, only to end up being fired upon by a passing raft in a misunderstanding. The 'River 
Them e’ is com posed of gently-strum med guitar and soft vocalisations; the serenity of the piece is in 
stark contrast to the loud gunfire and sudden eruption of suspense within the scene. The 
juxtaposition of the m usic’s unassuming strums with the pregnant stares and gunfire conveys a 
sense of indifference at the violence, and implies its commonplace occurrence within the narrative 
space. The precise lack of reaction from the m usic to the violence depicted helps to cast a 
melancholic and numbed quality over scene, and its attitude sits comfortably with other depictions 
of violence in the film as predicable and inevitable, even to the point o f engendering apathy in its 
participants and spectators. Dylan’s com position of the piece for this scene plays into a traditional 
use of diegetic music whereby the m usic’s lack of a response to the action on scene inspires the 
em otional reaction of the audience. See Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, 24.
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Billy, you're so far away from home.

The sense of Billy being under a kind of spiritual siege is continued in other verses. 

On occasion these lines are suggestive of a puritanical spirit and of a suspicious 

attitude towards women, qualities that are apparently necessary to safeguard Billy 

from a destructive licentiousness, for example: ‘And some old whore from San 

Pedro to make advances /  Advances on your spirit and your soul'. Dylan makes 

other references to the necessity (both for Billy's physical and spiritual security] 

to retain a single partner  (as well cautioning him against the perfidy of 

prostitutes]:

Hang on to your woman if you got one 
Remember in El Paso, once, you shot one 
She may have been a whore, but she was a hot one 
Billy, you been runnin' for so long.

These w ords of caution, guidance or moral tutelage play a part in defining Billy’s 

character as representative of an archetypical 'purity’—not by way of innocence 

or inexperience but rather by unschooled and impulsive behaviour. The inferences 

from Dylan’s song deem these qualities in The Kid as precious and in constant 

danger of corruption by outside forces that would either hu rt  or tarnish these 

traits.

The lyrics also establish a way of regarding the character as one who is 

vulnerable and requiring of sympathy and conservation. Throughout the film Billy 

engages in unheroic behaviour, clouding classical western  distinctions of good and 

bad. Yet while Billy often behaves as violently as the antagonists, Dylan’s ballad 

accounts for and naturalises the character’s violence as innate and unaffected, 

more akin to defensive posturing and as understandable reactions to the 

corruption and fascistic mentality of others.

Billy’s execution of Ollinger, for example, is gruesome and excessive, yet the 

deputy's moralising and indoctrinated hatred are such an anathem a to w hat The 

Kid represents that the character's violent behaviour is rendered more justifiable. 

Billy's violent streak, in comparison to Ollinger, Poe and Garrett is less affected by 

received dogma and institutional rules and codes (be they Old Testament rhetoric 

or secular strictures]; instead it functions on a more unprem editated and
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em otional level, and is dictated by personal codes of conduct. Already em erging 

from the script, Dylan's narra to r and his lyrics explicitly supports this portrayal, 

and the attitude th a t perm eates the core of the song 'Billy' is a desire to see The 

Kid delivered from this external corruption. Dylan's narra to r is ultim ately 

professing a desire for the protection and preservation of naivety and innate 

intuition as personified by the character of Billy, while his singing persona is 

established as a fundam entally benevolent one, personally invested in the 

character’s welfare. In w arning The Kid of the dangers from various external 

perils, he contributes to a sym pathetic portrayal of the character from the film's 

earliest scenes, accentuating the character's vulnerability and essential w orth.

While the singer (or Dylan’s sem i-diegetic persona) reflects an em pathy 

w ith Billy, Dylan-as-author reveals him self as deeply in tune w ith Peckinpah’s 

in terpreta tion  of Rudy W urlitzer's script. The w arnings featured in 'Billy' about 

both im pending physical and spiritual harm  are played ou t in the  film and reflect 

Peckinpah’s portrayal of the characters. This is particularly the case in regards to 

the relative moral standards of bo th  leading characters. The exhortation to 'Hang 

on to your w om an if you got one’ is directed at Billy yet applicable also to Garrett, 

who is unfaithful to his wife. His indulgence w ith w hores a t the  expense of one 

w om an—according to the song’s logic—is indicative of moral sickness and 

connected to his im m inent m urder of his friend.

Dylan’s foreboding association of w hores w ith degradation by extension 

im plicates G arrett as w eak and corrupt. In contrast to G arrett, Billy is depicted in a 

m onogam ous light in the film's denouem ent, sheltering his sole partne r Maria 

under blankets, and is serene in m ind and body even in death. G arrett is reduced 

to varying degrees of ugliness, particularly  in the th ird  act; associated w ith death, 

he lingers among the handiw ork of the local coffin m aker [played by Peckinpah] 

before entering Billy's bedroom , and his moral ugliness becom es m anifest in the 

image of his shattered  reflection in th e  afterm ath of Billy’s shooting.

Dylan’s portrayal of Billy th e  Kid as a near-figurative em blem  is of a piece 

w ith Peckinpah’s version of Billy as the m ore symbolic of the two leads. Garrett, 

having m urdered  Billy, defends his body as sanctified territory ; as Poe seeks to 

rem ove his trigger finger (another indication of the Kid’s symbolic value], G arrett 

lashes out, stifling Poe in o rder to p reserve  Billy’s image. The Kid earlier in the film
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strikes a crucificial pose when arrested, while other characters draw attention to 

the value of his name and its worth in the context of fleeing to Mexico (Harry Dean 

Stanton's character is emphatic: 'Hell, in Old Mex you ain 't gonna be nothing but 

another drunken gringo’]. Dylan’s narra to r  is sympathetic to this concept of Billy 

as transcendent of the present time and space and as an archetypical free spirit, 

and one whose representational quality is w orth  safeguarding. The aural support 

for Peckinpah's vision helps immeasurably, as commentators have remarked on 

the more concrete portrayal of Garrett, and Peckinpah’s increasingly blurry 

conception of Billy as a factor in unbalancing the film.^^

The song's narrator, be it Alias or an omniscient narrator or a mixture of 

both, employs lyrics that convey an em pathy and curiosity about the subject's 

condition and his welfare. Dylan for instance includes a conversational question 

with an implied subtext of incredulity and moral awareness: ‘Billy, don't it make 

ya feel so low-down /  To be shot down by the man who was your friend?' This 

quality of empathy is furthered with Dylan's other major song contribution to the 

film.

3.5.2 ‘Knockin' on Heaven's Door'

Having looked at the film's primary ballad, one can discern the importance of the 

lyrics in contributing to Peckinpah's irony-laced take on the material. The 

soundtrack's o ther featured song ‘Knockin' on Heaven's Door' likewise makes an 

im portant lyrical contribution, yet is strikingly removed from the ironic mode 

often practised elsewhere. Dylan’s degree of em pathy with the characters is 

furthered with this song, as its unusual, near-incongruous prominence—both in 

its lyrics and its narrative purpose—serve to enhance its emotive effect. Before 

proceeding with the discussion, it is necessary to point out that the use of this song 

in the theatrical and ‘special edition' cuts differs significantly from the ‘1988 

Turner Preview' [that is, the Peckinpah-supervised version] in that both the 

theatrical version and ‘2005 Special Edition' include the song's lyrics. In the

‘Of the tw o title characters, Garrett is the one we're truly with in the movie. All w e can really do 
with Billy is watch him.’ Tom Block, ‘Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid,’
fhttp://w w w .thehighhat.com /N itrate/002 /pat garrett.html. 28 December 2013}. Paul Seydor too 
feels that Kristofferson’s Kid suffers in comparison to the writing and performance of Coburn’s 
Garrett: see Seydor, 'Versions,’ 107.
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T urner Preview' only the vocalisations of the band are heard atop the 

instrumentation. This has implications for the semantics of the scene, particularly 

for modern viewers; more detail on the subject will be provided later.

Firstly, to contextualise the song’s placement in the narrative: the song is 

heard fading-in in the aftermath of a botched raid. Garrett enlists a local Sheriff 

(named Baker, played by Slim Pickens) and his wife (played by High Noon cast- 

member Katy Jurado] to help him raid a small farm where Billy's gang—and 

Garrett’s old friends—are ensconced. After Sheriff Baker is mortally wounded by 

one of Billy's gang, the song gradually ascends in volume, and continues playing as 

the Sheriff wanders to a nearby river's edge, where he is joined by his wife. The 

remnants of the gang have been killed, and Garrett watches the couple at a 

distance, before the fade to the next scene.

In term s of Dylan's oeuvre the song is an encapsulation of his post-BIonde 

on Blonde trajectory, particularly the mysterious 'no-time' thread of John Wesley 

Harding, it achieves this both through the lyrics and the structure of the music. In 

terms of the structure, the song consists of two verses and a chorus repeated 

twice, lasting a brief two and a half minutes. The song fades out after the second 

repeat of the chorus (four iterations of the line ‘Knock-knock-knockin' on heaven's 

door'], which is suggestive of continuance, giving the song a cyclical quality. 

Likewise the lyrics are poised at a precarious moment: the singer intones how he 

is 'Knock-knock-knockin' on heaven's door', while the verses keep him on the 

ground as it were, creating an anticipatory and foreboding portent, yet which 

never culminate in a musical phrase or vocal inflection that would suggest finality. 

So while the first verse describes the failing capacity of the singer: 'Mama, take this 

badge off of me /  I can't use it anymore /  It's gettin' dark, too dark to see', there is 

a similar preparatory atmosphere created in the second and final verse, where the 

singer again beckons his wife to tend to him, while again evoking the descent of 

darkness with the 'long black cloud':

Mama, put my guns in the ground 
I can’t shoot them anymore 
That long black cloud is cornin’ down 
I feel like I’m knockin’ on heaven’s door
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It is apparen t from a glimpse at the verses that they are referring to the death of 

the Sheriff Baker character, adapting his point of view and mode of address for his 

wife. Having explored the legend of The Kid in a balladic form from the third 

person standpoint of a diegetic character, Dylan, ra ther  than reflecting on the 

Sheriff from an external standpoint, choses to enunciate on the character’s behalf

The mid-film interpolation of a balladic piece reflecting a particular 

character is common in the late 1960s and early 1970s milieu of Pat Garrett, 

Peckinpah’s 1970 film The Ballad o f Cable Hogue for instance features ballads for 

each of the main characters, indicative of their personalities. Arguably the m ost 

famous contemporary instance of these musical interludes is 'Raindrops Keep 

Failin’ on My Head’ from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, which above all else 

captures the mood Paul Newman’s Butch. However in Dylan’s case, his lyrics 

reflect not just the character’s attitude but speak directly of the character's 

feelings and circumstances, even mimicking Sheriff Baker’s pet name for his wife 

('Mama'). Dylan’s emphasis on the relatively minor character of Sheriff Baker and 

use of the character’s own distinct vernacular convey a strong sense of 

unprem editated spontaneity. By emerging gradually from the non-diegetic space 

into an unexpected first-person mode of address, Dylan's interjection sends 

ripples throughout the film's internal logic, bucking trends of his vocal's 

established terri to ry  and narrative identity. Having heretofore sung as a variant of 

himself and been more closely aligned with Billy as both Alias and as the 

omniscient balladeer, Dylan's presence as the voice of Sheriff Baker's thoughts and 

P.O.V. positions the performer in a newly intimate rappo rt and relationship with 

the film's texture. Existing as both Alias and an ambiguous overseer of Billy's 

welfare, and as an oracle of future events, Dylan's musical and lyrical translation of 

the Sheriffs final sentiments is all the m ore evocative because of its transcendence 

of the film's internal logic. By emulating a character-bound monologue (in essence, 

momentarily walking in a character's shoes], Dylan is able to pass on the interior 

feelings of the character in a highly intimate manner.

In making such a boldly individualistic statement, both as the architect of 

the film's musical landscape and in term s of the song's subjective character, Dylan 

is also heightening the scene's mise-en-scene, which is emphatic in its depictions 

of subjective, individualistic responses to the chain of events set in motion by
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Garrett. As the scene progresses and the Sheriff makes his way to the river the 

spatial relationships begin to fragment, w ith the characters becoming distan t from 

each o ther both in the ir reactions to the Sheriffs shooting but also in the ir shot- 

by-shot depiction. Resting by the river, the Sheriff is accom panied by his wife, who 

m aintains her distance from him (see fig. 1).

Figure 1: Katy Jurado’s character sits near her husband, but watches him from a distance. 
This separation is accentuated by Peckinpah’s framing, where he has depicted the two 
characters independently.

Shot from a slightly low er angle and fram ed against an em pty sky, the  em phasis is 

on her stark  isolation. As the Sheriff is on the cusp of death, Peckinpah shoots 

actor Slim Pickens from the w aist-up, including the image of the river, linking the 

Sheriffs im pending death to a natural flow and continuum  (see fig. 2).

The effect of the spatial schism  betw een the husband and wife is a haunting 

evocation of the solitary act of dying. As the Sheriffs life ebbs aw ay he is no longer 

linked with his wife, w ho is se t apart from him by the  in tercutting  of shots 

depicting the characters in isolation from each other. From G arrett’s P.O.V. in the 

scene’s penultim ate shot, the couple are a dim inutive part of a larger tableau (see 

fig. 3), and in the scene's final sho t (see fig. 4] G arrett is likewise isolated w ithin 

the frame, while the m edium  shot m irro rs tha t of the Sheriff, showing strong 

contrast in the ir surroundings and dem eanour.



Figure 2; The Sheriff in death becomes hnked to nature as the winding river appears to 
catch the tributary of blood.

Figure 3: From the point of view of Garrett, the couple are remote both physically and 
emotionally.

While the Sheriff is serene and in the company of his w/ife and nature, a solemn 

Garrett's remains alone with a background of manmade surroundings, now 

tainted with the violence he has instigated.

Dylan, in depicting an imagined exchange between the Sheriff and his wife, 

is further corroborating the unspoken intimacy and bond between the two 

characters in line with their cloistered framing and distance from the site of the 

raid. Dylan by inference also isolates Garrett, who is not privy to the grief shared 

by the couple in the non-diegetic 'no-time' of the music.
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Figure 4: G arrett w atches the couple in the distance. Culpable in the Sheriffs death, he is 
held stiffly w ithin the m edium  shot and isolated from the couple’s cathartic grief.

While the song has resonances with the scene for which it was written, the 

song too feeds into the larger structures of the film as a whole. It evokes an 

endless cycle of recurrence and repetition and a sense of self-perpetuating 

violence (the key lines here being 'Mama, put my guns in the ground /  I can't shoot 

them anymore' which makes it clear that the narrator was an active participant in 

violence]. The song also suggests this structurally with its final fade and the 

'knockin'' of the chorus continuously keeping the narrator in the state of dying.^^ 

Peckinpah’s depiction of Garrett's m urder likewise is redolent with the idea of 

recurrence. Through the use of slow-motion, Garrett's death is elongated, with 

none of the shots used indicative of finality or rest. The sense of this moment’s 

timeless reoccurrence is found also in the Peckinpah-authored 'Turner Preview’. 

Here Peckinpah revisits Garrett's m urder from the beginning of the film, inserting 

a shot of Billy shooting Garrett as if from the past. Meanwhile, the last frames of 

the film are played in slow-motion before the final freeze-frame. In capturing 

Garrett falling out of shot before the credits role (see fig. 5], Peckinpah suspends 

the character in perpetuity at the moment of dying.

Dylan has doubly-emphasised this in several live performances of the song, where the final line 
of the chorus has been changed to 'Just like so many times before’. An example of this change from 
Dylan’s official catalogue can be found on Dylan and the Dead (1989) and MTV Unplugged (1995).
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Figure 5

‘Knockin' on Heaven’s Door’ also fits with the rubric suggested earlier with 

regards to the placem ent of music w ithin the scene. In congruence w ith the rest of 

the soundtrack  the song does not encourage a fixation on the actual violence, 

ra th e r on its em otional repercussions. In its early stages, the scene which 

culm inates in Sheriffs death has a g reater quantity of fast cuts, as befits the action- 

orien tated  raid on the farm. When Sheriff Baker is shot, however, the pace of the 

cutting slows alm ost im perceptibly, w ith the shots gradually being held for a 

longer duration. It is a t this point w hen the Sheriff has been m ortally wounded 

tha t the  music swells on the soundtrack, throw ing em otional w eight on the 

afterm ath  of the scene's violence. Peckinpah ultim ately spends as much as half of 

the scene on the afterm ath  of the shooting. A nother character. Black Harris, 

featured in the scene, likewise dies in a slow and p ro trac ted  fashion, w here his 

actual expiration is not shown. This deliberate, rum inative quality is bo lstered  by 

the choice of an editing dissolve into the  next scene, w ith the slow blend from one 

scene to another accom panied by the gentle fade of the song on the soundtrack.

Having investigated the connection betw een the lyrics and the visuals of 

the scene, as well as the sym pathetic relationship betw een the song's structu re 

and th a t of the film, I would like to look briefly now at the divergences betw een 

the th ree  available versions of the film in relation to the usage of this particular 

song. As m entioned earlier, Peckinpah's initial version (the ‘T urner Preview'] 

omits the song’s lyrics while retaining a basic instrum ental take w ith w ordless
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vocalisations. Peckinpah’s reasoning for omitting the lyrics is difficult to discern. 

Kris Kristofferson has suggested that Peckinpah came to view Dylan as an 

imposition from the studio and wished to marginalise his contribution: ‘Sam had a 

blind spot there. He thought that the producer had forced Bob on him to make the 

film com m ercia l'.A s such, Peckinpah’s initial decision to remove the vocals may 

be been motivated more by personal reasons rather than artistic ones. Yet 

Peckinpah may have ultimately vacillated on this issue. In late April 1974 (several 

months after the film had been released) Peckinpah composed a letter detailing 

the salient aspects of the preview cut that needed to be addressed, one of which 

was the issue of Dylan’s vocals for the Sheriff Baker s c e n e . A s  part of an aborted 

project to recut the film ex post facto  according to Peckinpah's wishes, the 

proposed changes came to naught. The lyrics to ‘Knockin' on Heaven’s Door’ were 

ultimately instated into the widely released theatrical version in 1973 at the 

apparent insistence of the producer Gordon Carroll and the studio, as it was felt 

that it would increase box office r e t u r n s . W h a t  is known is that in the week-long 

gap between the two preview cuts of the film overseen by Peckinpah in May 1973, 

the vocals for ‘Knockin’ on Heaven's Door' were not reinstated by the second 

showing, nor was the song one of the areas that the director deemed a subject for 

revision.^'’ In the light of this, Peckinpah’s preview—albeit provisionally—reflects 

his intentions for the lyrics.

Owing to the song’s longevity in areas wholly removed from the film, the 

wordless version has taken on a curious quality with the passage time, were the 

song now further embellishes the scene in ways the filmmakers could not predict 

or control. With the perennial popularity of ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’,^i the 

song has accrued a sizeable number of associations based on people's familiarity

’’’’ Spencer Leigh, 'Interview with Kris Kristofferson'
fh ttp://w w w .sp en cerle igh .co .u k /2013/05/k ris-k ristofferson /2 /. 31 January 2014).

Seydor, 'Versions,' 121.
Paul Seydor, email to the author, 6 February 2014.
Seydor, 'Versions,' 117.
Bob Dylan's original ‘Knockin' on Heaven’s Door’ was released in 1973 and reached #12  on the 

Billboard Hot 100 singles chart. Reggae crossover artist Arthur Louis then recorded a version of 
the song in July 1975, a week before Eric Clapton released his own interpretation of Louis’s 
arrangement. See Michael Schumacher, Crossroads: The Life and Music o f  Eric Clapton [New York: 
Hyperion Press, 1995), 373. Particularly notable re-recordings include the version by Guns N’ 
Roses released in 1991 which reached the #2  spot on the UK Singles Chart, and Scottish musician 
Ted Christopher’s rendition, dedicated to the victims of the Dunblane massacre which reached No. 
1 in Britain in 1996.
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w ith the track from a m ultitude of different sources and scenarios, so while the 

lyrics describe Sheriff Baker's dying thoughts in the first-person, the song is no 

longer 'em bedded ' in this context. Its chorus is em inently recognisable, m eaning 

tha t a m odern view er will likely have advanced knowledge of the song prior to 

their seeing it in its original context. This has im plications for the ‘T urner Preview ' 

as the m elody calls to mind the lyrics w ithout them  actually being heard  in the 

scene. As the lyrics hypothesise a monologue by Sheriff Baker, they verbalise w hat 

we see, while in the ir absence the view er's familiarity with the song can allow 

them  to hear the Sheriffs thoughts internally, w ithout hearing them  sung aloud. 

Viewed w ithout the lyrics, long after the film's initial theatrical run, the audience 

subconsciously 'hear' the character's final thoughts privately. This allows the 

viewer to eavesdrop on the unspoken dialogue betw een Baker and his wife, as we 

are made privy to the Sheriffs thoughts through the familiar ground of the song's 

chorus.

3.6 Aftermath

With the benefit of hindsight the entirety  of the Pat Garrett project can be better 

contextualised both in term s of Dylan’s ongoing career as well am ongst m odern 

developm ents in the scoring of w esterns. To begin w ith we can discern how  a 

grouping of Dylan's preoccupations, nam ely time, myth and American folklore 

found an ap t visual and narrative outlet in Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid. These 

them atic th reads w ere cultivated in the music of his 1967-71 period, and after a 

m oratorium  of several m onths w hen Dylan’s output slow ed to a trickle, he becam e 

involved in a project tha t tapped into the sam e series of concerns and 

methodologies th a t he had employed in his music. The synergy betw een Dylan and 

Peckinpah's respective visions has not gone unnoticed; as pointed out by Dylan 

com m entator C.P. Lee:

Peckinpah's w ork is founded on a complex interw eaving of mythological 
content, much of it sim ilar to the traditional aspects of the W estern ballad 
form [...] The visual storj^eller could sense a link w ith Dylan the oral 
story te ller—both artists blended a centuries old tradition  w ith som ething
new.^2

Lee, Films, 69 -70 .
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W ith the two a rtis ts ’ w ork inform ed and enriched by each o ther's  output, Dylan’s 

m usic contributed to realising Peckinpah's vision. Of particular note is Dylan’s 

crafting of highly sensitive, em otive music which balances out and tem pers 

Peckinpah's inclination tow ards irony. As proposed by Peckinpah scholar Stephen 

Prince:

The ironic mode, as Peckinpah practiced it, places the film m aker a t a 
critical distance from the situations and images tha t he or she creates, and 
it invites an analogous type of critical appraisal from view ers [...] who are 
asked to appreciate the differences betw een stated  and intended meanings. 
As such, irony is an intellectually inflected m ode of discourse, and 
Peckinpah found it especially useful for framing and controlling the  volatile 
kinds of issues tha t he put on screen.®^

It is Dylan’s music tha t provides the com plem entary em otional quality th a t draw s 

one into the film. This falls in line w ith Gorbman’s classical functions of film music, 

in tha t the image track, dialogue and sound effects are the objective elem ents of 

film, while the music brings the correlative em otional, irrational or intuitive 

d im e n s io n .D y la n ’s sensitive and pensive music assists in providing this 

em otional directness. 'Knockin’ on Heaven's Door' is a strong exam ple w ith its 

gospel-tingled backing vocals having a lachrym ose quality. With Peckinpah's 

'T urner Preview ' the absence of lyrics in this song facilitates a link betw een the 

diegesis and the spectator, giving the view er an active role in im agining the 

in terio r monologue of the dying Sheriff. W hen looking a t the theatrical cu t o r the 

'2005 Special Edition', the lyrics are possessed of a disarm ing straightforw ardness, 

and rendered  all the m ore pow erful because of the ir arden t literalism . [This, 

however, did not preclude Peckinpah from using the music and lyrics ironically, as 

seen earlier in the applicability of the 'Billy' ballad to G arrett's situation.] Dylan’s 

m usic provides the crucial em otional context by which to engage w ith Peckinpah's 

intellectually-inform ed narrative world.

Pat Garrett is also a film deeply concerned w ith m em ory and rem iniscence. 

While this is often p resen t in the dialogue, w ith num erous characters often telling 

sto ries of past exploits, Peckinpah also draw s from the entirety  of the w estern  

genre, w ith the cast, the construction of scenes—indeed the en tire  visual pa le tte—

Prince, Savage Cinema, 199. 
Gorbman, Unheard Melodies, 79.
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all calling on elem ents from older w esterns. So pervasive is the idea of m em ory 

tha t not only do the characters evoke it in dialogue, bu t the entire production is 

evocative of m em ory in the faces of the actors and the scenes depicted. Into this 

richly intertextual milieu Dylan brings an abundance of congenial references from 

his own output. The film's recourse to w estern  visual tropes is then enriched by 

draw ing from Dylan's analogous em brace of w estern  and traditional balladry. In 

this way the visuals and the music are both steeped in the reconfiguring of history 

and the recourse to memory. Dylan, like Peckinpah, chooses to verbalise the 

theme; ju st as the film’s characters often tell of past exploits, Dylan’s lyrics for 

‘Billy’ also look backwards: 'Hang on to your w om an if you got one /  Rem em ber in 

El Paso, once, you shot one’.

Pertinent to this fascination w ith m em ory is the purposeful use of 

intertextuality. Peckinpah’s film is rife with textual allusions, not least from his 

own ou tpu t and o ther versions of the Billy the Kid legend. Prince has pointed out 

the influence of A rthur Penn’s movie The Left Handed Gun (1958), starring  Paul 

Newman as Billy the Kid; the slow-m otion em ployed w hen Billy shoots Ollinger 

has its an tecedent in this movie, as does Billy’s Christ-like pose upon his capture 

by Garrett. Both films reference the fascinated reaction of children to violence and 

death. Found in o ther Peckinpah films,^^ children are used as a recurring presence 

in Pat Garrett, often swooping in after the adults to loot for prizes (like the dead 

chickens in the film’s opening) and hovering in the proxim ity of death (their 

lingering over the dead body of Ollinger for example). The film’s final scene sees a 

child throw ing stones at Pat G arrett after his m urder of Billy and plays as an ironic 

com m entary on a similarly staged scene in the classic w estern  Shane (1953).^^ 

Peckinpah lifts from outside the w estern  sphere too; A rthur Penn’s use of slow 

m otion in Bonnie and Clyde (1967) is em ployed to the sam e effect th a t Peckinpah 

reserves it for—its pow er w hen it correlates w ith a character’s loss of physical 

volition.s'^ Regarding casting, Peckinpah chose many w ell-known w estern  players 

for bit-parts. This use of familiar faces calls upon the m em ory of the actors’ roles

The Wild Bunch, for instance, features a memorable opening scene where children [in a symbolic 
gesture) turn a nest of ants loose on a scorpion before setting them  all alight.

Dylan too took inspiration from Shane in his song 'Never Gonna Be the Same Again’ from 1985's 
Empire Burlesque album, with Shane’s line 'I don’t mind leaving. I’d just like it to be my idea’ quoted 
verbatim in Dylan’s lyrics. See Gray, Encyclopedia, 230.

Prince, Savage Cinema, 59 -60 .
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in prior w esterns. This is a curious parallel to the characters in the film, w ho evoke 

m em ories of their own fictional pasts in a narrative context. The audience 

participate in a sim ilar nostalgia and recollection of half-rem em bered scenes and 

faces from the past. This interactive quality has a lot of resonance w ith the 

'Basem ent Tapes’, John Wesley Harding and Self Portrait in its conjuring up of older 

lyrics, songs and musical motifs. Steeped in American history and mythology as 

explored in its folk songs and ballads, Dylan’s musical heritage provided a unique 

backdrop for a rich degree of analogous intertextuality. Two pieces of dialogue in 

particular are redolen t w ith phrases found in tw o of Dylan’s m ost revered songs, 

and can be found in the tense confrontation betw een the two leads a t the  film’s 

outset: upon Billy’s discovery of G arrett's 'selling ou t’, the outlaw  asks him 'How 

does it feel?' to which G arrett replies: 'It feels like... tim es have changed.’̂  ̂ Even 

Dylan’s song 'Billy' has its forerunner in the traditional ballad 'Billy the  Kid’, in 

particular the line 'Gypsy queens will play your grand finale’ which is derivative of 

a line in the traditional song: 'Fair Mexican m aidens play guitars and sing /  A song 

about Billy, their boy-bandit king.’®̂

To further contextualise Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid and Dylan's role in its 

production, it is necessary to detail how  the movie has been recontextualised in 

recent years into a new sub-genre of the w estern  canon, specifically a distillation 

of the revisionist mentality: the 'acid w estern ’. Coined by film critic Jonathan 

Rosenbaum in a review of Jim Jarm usch’s Dead Man in 1996, the term  'acid 

w estern ' has been retroactively used to describe a certain type of w estern  tha t 

em erged in the 1 9 6 0 s .R o se n b a u m  addresses not only the hallucinogenic quality 

of Dead Man and its rep resen ta tion  of 'reality', bu t also argues th a t the film 

inherits an artistic  and political sensibility derived from the 1960s counterculture 

which had sought to critique and replace capitalism w ith alternative m odels of

‘Like a Rolling Stone’ and 'The Times They Are A-Changin' respectively.
8® Heylin, Revolution, 526.

lonathan Rosenbaum, '"Acid Western" -  Jonathan Rosenbaum on Dead Man' fhttp: / /w w w .iim - 
iarmusch.net/Films/dead m an/read about it/acid  western - ionathan ros.html. 3 February 
2014). Rosenbaum expanded upon the idea in a subsequent interview with Jarmusch for Cineaste. 
See Jonathan Rosenbaum, 'A Gun Up Your Ass: An Interview with Jim Jarmusch’ 
rhttp://w w w .ionathanrosenbaum .net/1996/04/a-gun-up-vour-ass-an-interview -w ith-iim - 
iarmusch-tk/. 4 February 2014). The concept was later explored by both men at book length in 
Dead Man from the BFI Modern Classics series (see subsequent note).



125

exchange.^i The term has been useful for categorising a brand of western that goes 

beyond revisionism and into fragmented, modernist, and in some cases post

modernist t e r r i t o r y . ^ 2  j n  this sub-genre, the motivation and logic of the characters’ 

behaviour can in turns be obsessive, illogical, tragic and ultimately highly 

subjective. The intensity of their quest prohibits easy identification w îth any one 

character. With this comparatively new rubric, it is easy to perceive James 

Coburn's Pat Garrett as a quintessential character in this sub-genre. His 

destructive, often illogical and conflicted behaviour gathers a tragic dimension as 

his self-awareness cannot halt his execution of the Kid.

Contextualised as an exponent of the ‘acid western' genre with its ties to 

counterculture politics of the 60s, one can see Dylan's contribution to Pat Garrett 

in a new light as an evocation of that counterculture. Dylan's presence can be seen 

to infer his revolutionary role in the 60s, with his 'domestication' and diminished 

cultural baggage reflecting the diminishment of the Wild West of the movie. 

‘Knockin' on Heaven's Door' in this context can be seen as an elegiac, near dirge

like commentary on the post-60s malaise of Watergate and Vietnam, concurrent 

with the disenchantment and failure built into Peckinpah's world of the West. In a 

contemporary live performance of the song,^^ Dylan actually makes an explicit 

lyrical connection between the attitudes expressed in the song and the fatigue 

generated by the Vietnam conflict:

Mama wipe the blood from my face
I'm sick and tired of the war
Got a long black feelin' and it's hard to trace
Feel like I'm knockin' on heaven's door

Jonathan Rosenbaum, Dead Man (London: British Film Institute, 2000) 54. There are obvious 
shades of this idea inherent in Pat Garrett (indeed most Peckinpah films) ŵ ith multiple critiques 
from numerous characters on the hegemony of the corporate 'Santa Fe Ring' and in the contempt 
held by Kristofferson’s Billy for Garrett’s capitulation to such a corrupt elite: 'You know ,̂ I believe 
ole Pat has lost his sand [...J He signed himself over to Chisum and every other goddamned 
landowner that’s trying to put a fence around this country.’ See Prince, Savage Cinema for a 
thorough exploration of Peckinpah’s politics as represented in his films.

Early examples of the sub-genre are two westerns filmed back-to-back by Monte Heilman, Ride in 
the Whirlwind (1965) and The Shooting (1966). Both films have a bleak, minimalist quality, 
eschewing any attempt to sentimentalise the Old West. Here, as in Pat Garrett, the viewers’ 
involvement is held off by ironic detachment and unsympathetic characters.

Found on Dylan’s 1974 tour with The Band, and released on the live album Before the Flood 
(1974).
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As such, Dylan’s presence in Pat Garrett places him at a quintessential moment in 

what has become the 'acid w estern '—his presence and song contribution wholly 

fitting with the themes and ideas behind the newly-defined genre. It is apt that 

Dead Man, the film that inspired the term, features a score by Dylan contemporary 

Neil Young. Unlike Dylan, Neil Young recorded the soundtrack by improvising 

[mostly on his electric guitar, with some acoustic guitar, piano and organ) as he 

watched the newly edited film alone in a recording s t u d i o . A s  another singer- 

songwriter steeped in the culture of the late 1960s and early 1 9 7 0 s , Ne i l  Young's 

score repeats a plaintive theme throughout the film, and like Dylan’s music, 

employs ‘m odern’ instrum entation in the service of tonal authenticity in lieu of 

historical accuracy. In contrast to the 'acid w estern’ aesthetic, however, what 

Dylan is able to bring to Pat Garrett with this score is empathy and emotional 

warmth, marking his contribution as a singular one in this western sub-genre, and 

an anomalous one even in the context of many 1960s and 1970s westerns.

In total Dylan's collaboration with Peckinpah is a revealing one in terms of 

techniques for integrating a musical landscape with a visual one. Although 

unintentionally, Pat Garrett visualises the perform er’s artistic concerns for this 

period as much as Dont Look Back and Eat the Document encapsulated the 

workings of his mid-1960s compositions. There is an aptness to Dylan's presence 

in a narrative so close to the milieu that he sung of in John Wesley Harding, as if 

Dylan was suddenly thrust into one of his own parables. Its long term impact on 

the cinematic perception of Dylan, however, has been strangely negligible. As I 

detail in subsequent chapters covering cinematic appropriations, nostalgia for the 

Dylan of the 1960s proves almost all-persuasive, and his extremely cogent 

integration into the revisionist Old West has been typically passed over for the 

coffee-house troubadour of Greenwich Village. There is evidence, however, that 

this aspect of Dylan’s filmic life is emerging as part of a larger whole in the twenty 

first century, as Todd Haynes’s I'm Not There includes a sequence clearly indebted 

to Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid. It is however conspicuous by its absence in the

Rosenbaum, Dead Man, 43.
Most pointedly, one can hear Young at his m ost outspoken on the Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young 

song 'Ohio' written as a response to the Kent State shootings on 4 May 1970, m eanwhile the album 
Tonight’s The Night (1975) has been heard as an album that 'chronicles the post-hippie, post- 
Vietnam dem ise of counterculture idealism.’ See Dave Marsh, 'Tonight’s the Night', The New Rolling 
Stone Record Guide, David Marsh (ed) (New York: Random House, 1983].
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music video for Mark Ronson’s remix of Dylan’s 'Most Likely You Go Your Way 

[And I'll Go Mine]' which otherwise touches on almost all aspects of Dylan's 

cinematic iconography, including references to Dont Look Back, Renaldo and Clara 

and Masked and Anonymous. A similar career retrospective video for Dylan's song 

'Series of Dreams' likewise omits references to Pat Garrett (possibly because of 

licensing reasons).

A final im portant note on the aftermath of Pat Garrett was its role in 

galvanizing Dylan's interest in filmmaking, as well as prescribing the 

circumstances he considered essential if one is to create uninhibited in film: ‘I 

learned by working in Pat Garrett that there is no way you can make a really 

creative movie in Hollywood [...]. You have to have your own crew and your own 

people to make a movie your own way'.^^ This independent mind-set would be 

brought to bear on Dylan’s most ambitious cinematic project Renaldo and Clara, 

which will be explored in the following chapter.

96 Lee, Films. 87 -8 .
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Chapter Four 

Renaldo and Clara

About a third is improvised, about a third is determined, and about a third 
is blind luck.i

Dylan on Renaldo and Clara, 1978.

4.1 Introduction and Context

It is an interesting correlative to Dylan’s recording career that so many of his 

artistic epochs are reflected in film. The 1966 tour was depicted in the surrealism 

of Eat the Document, while his traditionalist phase was reflected by Pat Garrett 

and Billy the Kid. 2001's Masked and Anonymous reflects Dylan's concerns from 

1997's Time Out o f Mind album and 2001's "Love and Theft". For all of the cross

pollination that occurs between these musical and cinematic milieus, perhaps 

none has had the same interconnectivity as that represented by Renaldo and Clara.

The styles of three divergent albums contribute to the finished Renaldo and 

Clara, generally coinciding with the three stages of production (preproduction, 

filming and postproduction). The film was produced in the aftermath of recording 

the album Desire. It is infused with the narrative style of Blood on the Tracks, while 

the editing of the film took place amid the writing process of what became Street- 

Legal.^ The likelihood exists that Dylan’s mind-set for the latter album influenced 

the film’s editing, while this process fed back into the album’s creation. As such, 

the film comprises a unique visual dramatization of three of Dylan’s most notable 

recording achievements.

* Jonathan Cott, ‘Interview with Jonathan Cott, Rolling Stone, January 26, 1978,’ in Bob Dylan: The 
Essential Interviews, Jonathan Cott [ed) (New York: Wenner Books, 2006), 1 7 1 -1 9 7  (191).
2 Heylin, Still on the Road, 111. This process occurred in summer of 1977.
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Like the o ther films under discussion, Renaldo and Clara lays bare Dylan’s 

narrative style and preoccupations of the era. Dylan has explained in interview s 

how  he w as creatively revitalised in late April 1974, after a fallow song-w riting 

period (from approxim ately 1968 until Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid in early 1973). 

This was inspired by the tutelage of a septuagenarian pain ter nam ed Norman 

Raeben. In 1978, Dylan told Rolling Stone  in terview er Jonathan Cott tha t following 

his m otorcycle accident on 29 July 1968 his ability to w rite songs had been 

com prom ised:

Since tha t point, I m ore or less had am nesia. Now, you can take tha t 
sta tem ent as literally or as metaphysically as you need to, bu t that's  w hat 
happened to me. It took me a long tim e to get to do consciously w hat I used 
to be able to do unconsciously.^

Dylan pointed out tha t his album s John Wesley Harding and Nashville Skyline had 

been attem pts 'to grasp som ething tha t would lead me on to w here I thought I 

should be, and it d idn’t go now here—it just w en t down, down, down. I was 

convinced I w asn’t going to do anything else.’'̂  By Dylan’s own adm ission, it was 

Raeben 'who taught me how  to see. He put my mind and my hand and my eye 

together in a way th a t allowed me to do consciously w hat 1 unconsciously felt’.  ̂

The effect of w hat Raeben was able to unlock in Dylan can be seen as a 

philosophical attitude tha t blurs the distinctions, or even im portance of, the 

divisions betw een past, p resen t and future. 1975’s Blood on the Tracks is cited by 

Dylan as the breakthrough in utilizing these ideas; as he explained to Matt 

Damsker in 1978 w hen discussing the album ’s songs:

The ones tha t do have the break-up of time, w here there is no time, trying 
to make the focus as strong as a magnifying glass under the sun [...]. To do 
it consciously is a trick, [...] and I did it [...J on Blood on the Tracks for the 
first time. I knew how to do it because it w as a technique I learned, I 
actually had a teacher for it. ^

3 Jonathan Cott, 'Interview with Jonathan Cott, Rolling Stone, Novem ber 16, 1978’, in The Essential 
Interviews, 2 5 1 -2 7 0  (260).
'' Cott, 'November 1 6 ,1 9 7 8 ’, 260.
5 Cott, 'November 1 6 ,1 9 7 8 ’, 260.
® Matt Damsker, 'Interview, 15 September 1978’, in The Fiddler Now Upspoke Vol. 3, John Baldwin 
(ed.) [W elwyn Garden City & Campton: Desolation Row Promotions, 1996), 4 5 9 -4 6 7  (464).
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This was certainly borne out in numerous Blood on the Tracks songs. Taking the 

theme of relationships from numerous vantage points in time, multiple stages— 

from first meetings to break-ups—are intermingled.'^ Aside from the panoramic 

chronology, Dylan presents a spectrum of emotions, from adulation to vitriol, 

sometimes within the same song. The sense of spatial/tem poral freedom also 

extended to these songs' performances, where Dylan would often redraft the lyrics 

for the stage (specifically 'Tangled Up in Blue' and 'Simple Twist of Fate'). This 

practice also applied to older relationship-themed songs, such as 'The Man in Me’, 

and 'Going Going Gone'. The unreliable narrator [and addressee] and a deliberate 

avoidance of spatiotemporal orientation infuse Blood on the Tracks.

Renaldo and Clara was filmed during a major tour, in this case Dylan’s 

'Rolling Thunder Revue’, which comprised a troupe of performers, actors and 

w riters travelling across America and Canada. The placement of performers on 

stage was pre-orchestrated; this was largely the responsibility of Jacques Levy, a 

renowned playwright and Dylan’s co-lyricist on most of the Desire album, written 

in the months prior to start of the Revue at the end of October 1975.

The footage shot for what became Renaldo and Clara mixes concert footage 

of Dylan and other Revue performers, as well as fly-on-the-wall segments and 

staged scenes. Dylan did not want a shooting script; instead he enlisted writer Sam 

Shepard and the presence of Beat poet Allen Ginsberg to generate Ideas for scenes 

and exchanges spontaneously during the shoot.® Dylan relied on the improvisation 

of his players, some of whom were Revue performers and others who were 

professional actors (among them his Pat Garrett co-star Harry Dean Stanton]. 

Filming expediencies also dictated when a scene was shot. Many potential scenes 

ran aground owing to the inability of the camera operators to respond quickly 

enough to the serendipitous happenings among the performers.^

The impulsiveness of the shoot could also pay dividends—Sam Shepard has 

w ritten on how the presence of the cameras inspired the Revue performers into 

surreal sketches. On one occasion, Dylan set up a scene during dinner, dining with

’’ Even the artwork of Blood on the Tracks evokes pointillism, a technique relying on the ability of 
the eye and mind of the viewer to blend the colour spots into a fuller range of tones.
® Paul Williams, Bob Dylan: Performing Artist 1974-1986  [London: Omnibus Press, 1994), 96.
 ̂Sam Shepard, The Rolling Thunder Logbook (London: Bobcat Books, 2010), 81.
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Scarlet Rivera [violinist), Ginsberg, and Rob Stoner (bassist] with musician Arlo 

Guthrie at an old upright piano:

Arlo does a soft, silent movie back-up to the dialogue [...]. Jack Elliot 
appearing at the window singing sea shanties, then Ginsberg reading from 
'Moby Dick’ [...]. Outside, Joan [Baez] and Dylan are having an intimate 
scene under the green apple tree, then moving down to a pond and 
throwing rocks [...]. The film is really happening to the point of almost 
causing this collage of inspired events. The stuff wouldn’t  be going on 
w ithout the camera around. Not like this anyway.i'’

Spontaneity and serendipity would dictate the film’s subject m atter and scene 

construction—any attem pt to 'force' events or even stage scenes with anything 

but the most rudim entary of structure was apparently discouraged by Dylan. 

While not preventing such scenes actively, his reluctance to pursue semi-scripted 

sequences (even thematically cogent ones] is notable. Dylan would ultimately 

thematise the movie in post-production, placing songs in strategic places and 

juxtaposing certain shots and sequences. Given the lack of premeditation, parts  of 

the film are made to cohere solely in the editing process.

Meaning is also generated by the choice not to use certain editing styles: 

Dylan favours cross-cutting and parallel editing, while dissolves and fades are not 

present. This assists in removing the s tandard indicators of the sequential passage 

of time. This furthers Dylan’s interest in creating and holding time; scenes are not 

blended together with edits, ra ther they are depicted in a chain-like juxtapositions 

with each vignette a self-contained fragment of the greater whole.

The cinematic context in which Renaldo and Clara was conceived and the 

multifarious influences tha t impacted on the finished product stem from 

innumerable inflexions and subtleties across a number of artist discourses, from 

painting, to folksong to film. Renaldo and Clara can, however, be contextualised as 

occupying a unique role in the canon of film w here the strictures of visual 

narrative are compounded with a personalised musical discourse.

The Renaldo and Clara project has a dimension of inscrutability owing to its 

creator's reluctance to contextualise it within the cinematic canon. Dylan avoided 

labelling it in terms of style (such as 'surrealist'] or as representative of a genre: 'I

Shepard, Logbook, 70. 
** Shepard, Logbook, 53.
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made it clear to the cam eram an, Paul, tha t it w asn 't a docum entary, and I told him 

not to shoot it like that. "Docum entary” pretends tow ards objective reality. This 

pretends to T ru th’.i^ w hile  the film is not surrealist in its visuals perse, its editing 

style of juxtapositions and collisions, as well as Dylan's sym bolist in terpretations, 

a t least associate it with the surrealist style. Dylan has also spoken in interview s of 

his affinity and adm iration for Luis Bunuel, who was linked with the Surrealist 

m ovem ent of the 1920s. In Dylan’s interview  w ith Jonathan Cott in Rolling Stone to 

prom ote the film, Dylan expressed adm iration for the film m aker's philosophies, 

w ithout specifying a particular film of his tha t influenced Renaldo and Clara.^^ It is 

probable, however, tha t Dylan's knowledge of Luis Bunuel at least included a 

knowledge of Un Chien Andalou (1929], the silent su rrealist sho rt film by d irector 

Bunuel and a rtis t Salvador Dali. Like this sho rt film, Renaldo and Clara is 

com posed of a series of scenes tha t are connected by the recurrence of imagery. 

Bufiuel was adam ant tha t the film’s sym bols not add up to any larger meaning: 

‘Our only rule was very simple: No idea or image tha t m ight lend itself to a rational 

explanation of any kind would be accepted.’1"̂ He also stated: ‘Nothing, in the film, 

symbolizes anjrthing'.^^ This is in con trast to Dylan's contention tha t there are 

them atic threads in Renaldo and Clara. As he told Allen Ginsberg:

The film is no puzzle, it’s A-B-C-D, bu t the com position’s like a gam e—the 
red flower, the hat, the red and blue them es. The in terest is not in the literal 
plot bu t in the associational tex tu re— colors, images, sounds.!^

Dylan w as also open as to w hat several of the characters represent, and tha t the 

film follows a loose story  of Renaldo’s in tense dream  and arrival a t the ‘m orning of 

his life'.i^ In Un Chien Andalou the travelling im agery is indicative of internal 

critique. The m otif of the hand and the stripped box ‘travel’ from scene to scene, 

yet suggest a deliberate disconnectedness, predicting post-structuralism  and 

deconstruction.

Allen Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed by Allen Ginsberg (and Pierre Cotrell),’ in Wanted Man: 
In Search of Bob Dylan, John Bauldie (ed.) (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 120-137 (137).

Dylan tells Cott: ‘My favorite director is Bufiuel’. See Cott, 'January 26 ,1978’, 189.
Luis Bufiuel, My Last Breath (London: Jonathan Cape, 1983), 103.
P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The American Avant-garde, 1943-2000 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2002), 4.
Ginsberg, ‘Bob Dylan Interviewed,' 135-136.
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,' 125.
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It is arguable tha t the  incidental continuity in Un Chien Andalou suggests to 

view ers th a t there is som e sem blance of a unity, if not narrative. The reappearance 

of a past elem ent may suggest connectivity if only on a superficial level; this in 

tu rn  may satirize the viev^^er’s a ttem pt to piece together meaning. Dylan's film is 

not satire, bu t is possessed of tha t sam e visual unity tha t binds the scenes 

together. That the im agery ‘rhym es' creates a surface texture, conveying mood and 

provoking responses—this is common to both films despite being em ployed in 

one case for satire and the o ther for its sense of im mersion.

The films also share an affinity for dream  logic, in tha t d iscernm ent of the 

im ages' im port depends upon an understanding of the representational qualities 

of the symbols. While Bunuel insisted tha t nothing in the film symbolises anj^hing, 

he does concede that psychoanalysis might be a suitable m ethod of investigation, 

Similarly, in discussions with Allen Ginsberg, Dylan suggests psychoanalj^ic 

fram ew orks as a way of accounting for the im agery—the rose in particular being 

indicative of the 'travelling vagina'.

That Dylan initially may have been m ore in terested  in a su rrealist film in 

the vein of Un Chien Andalou can be found in his early forecast for the movie's 

structure. This modus operandi of deliberate disconnection is exactly the vision 

Dylan expressed for the movie upon first m eeting its incipient scrip tw riter Sam 

Shepard in late October 1975. According to Shepard, Dylan inform ed him at the ir 

first m eeting that 'We don’t have to make any connections. None of this has to 

connect. In fact it’s better if it doesn’t  connect.’̂ o Dylan seem s to have been m ore 

in terested  in finding connections in the editing stage. In the initial m eeting w ith 

Shepard, Dylan also asked the playw right w hether he had seen either Children o f  

Paradise (1945] or Shoot the Piano Player (I960]. W hen Shepard asked w hether 

tha t was the kind of movie tha t Dylan w ished to make, Dylan replied 'som ething 

like th a t’ before the subject was changed.^i As intangible as Dylan’s intentions can 

be, there  exists overtones of both films (and the French New Wave m ore 

generally] in Renaldo and Clara’s shooting style and them es, which will be looked 

at later.

18 Adams, Visionary Film, 4.
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,' 131.

20 Shepard, Logbook, 15.
Shepard, Logbook, 15.
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A consideration that must be taken into account is the thinly-veiled chaos 

of the shoot. Whatever volition Dylan was able to exercise in the editing suite is 

tempered by the largely spontaneous mise-en-scene. Sam Shepard and Lou Kemp^^ 

conducted a secret meeting in Massachusetts in early November 1975 over ‘what 

[was] needed to get this film off the ground'. As Shepard explained in his 

reminisces on the film: ‘His [Kemp’s] idea is to bring in Coppola or Orson Welles 

and have him take over the whole shot [sic]. I understand but I don't a g r e e ’. As 

Rolling Thunder progressed, Shepard described the escalating hysteria:

The organization of the film has fallen into smithereens till it has no shape 
or sense. No way of planning a day's shooting. Everything's at the mercy of 
random energy. Ideas flying every which way but no plan [...]. More talk of 
shooting concerts. More talk on how to organize scenes. It's almost that the 
sheer overkill of available talent is busting us wide open. No one knows 
where to begin. No information is fed through a common source.

Despite the sense of turmoil, Dylan seemingly had a method of sorts for how to 

elicit the scenes he had wanted.^s This can be discerned from a set of production 

notes that Dylan provided to accompany the film’s release, which elaborated on 

how certain types of scene came about.^^ For dialogue scenes, Dylan would have 

the actors improvise around certain concepts, and allow the actors to explore 

these themes in their own idiosyncratic ways. Revue member Ronnie Hawkins 

explained that Dylan would give him the basic situation: ‘You’re talkin’ to this 

lovely lady. You’re trying to get her to go home with you, and her father wants her 

home’, after which he would 'strictly ad-lib’. 7̂ Dylan also explained to Rolling Stone 

after the film's release: ‘In that scene, Ronnie was given five subjects to hit on. He 

could say anything he wanted as long as he covered five points'.^® Dylan would 

also give the cameramen an assignment to retrieve certain types of imagery, 

allowing them free rein to shoot when they could.^^ Dylan reportedly asked his

Lou Kemp is a childhood friend of Dylan’s, and one of Rolling Thunder’s two tour managers.
23 Shepard, Logbook, 121.
2“* Shepard, Logbook, 132.
25 Heylin, Behind the Shades, 459.
2® Heylin, Behind the Shades, 459.
27 Michael Gray, ‘1976 and Other Times: Ronnie Hawkins, Rock ‘n’ Roller: Interviewed by Michael 
Gray, St John's, Newfoundland, Autumn 1985,’ in All Across the Telegraph: A Bob Dylan Handbook, 
Michael Gray and John Bauldie (eds.) (London: Furura, 1988), 131-142 (135).
28 Cott, ‘January 26,1978', 191.
29 Heylin, Behind the Shades, 459.
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crew early in the shoot: 'Did you get any rivers? We’re gonna need lots of rivers. 

And trains. Did you get any trains?'^^

After the cast and crew had absorbed Dylan’s own artistic mind-set, actors 

contributed their own scenes based on previous improvisations and had carte 

blanche to expand and explore them as they saw fit.^i All the improvised scenes 

and performance footage were then supplem ented by documentary material (the 

Rubin ‘Hurricane’ Carter sequence, the visit to famed Beat w riter Jack Kerouac's 

grave, for example], yet it was all of a piece with the themes and ideas found in the 

Revue set-list and the fictionalised scenes. Through the film, however, tensions 

and parallels exist between how much can be considered documentary and what 

is considered fictional, with considerable overlap taking place between the two.

However disorganised some of the members of the crew found the film,32 

Dylan insisted that he and editor Aik 'knew w here the film was going’ even if there 

were times when they 'w eren’t sure exactly how it would get t here’. T h e  post

production of the film was conducted with greater care and apparent deliberation. 

Taking place in the last six months of 1976 and throughout 1977, it was the most 

sustained period of concentration on a single project undertaken by Dylan to 

date.34

During 1977, Dylan, with the help Aik, edited approximately a hundred 

hours of footage shot during The Rolling Thunder Revue [from October to 

December 1975). The film was completed in November 1977, and first shown to 

the public in January 1978.35 Hostile criticism ultimately caused Dylan to 

w ithdraw  the film from circulation before more than a few thousand people had 

the chance to see it.^^

Renaldo and Clara remains a revealing document of Dylan’s artistic 

preoccupations and his approach to narrative, displaying a visual strategy that 

illuminates his song-writing and prose pieces, and particularly his new guise as a 

'conscious artis t’. This period is marked by a cross-pollination of artistic

3° Lee, Films, 95.
Heylin, Behind the Shades, 459.

32 Among them, participant Joan Baez. See Heylin, Behind the Shades, 425.
33 Heylin, 'Profile of Howard Aik,’ in All Across the Telegraph, 151.
3“* Heylin, Behind the Shades, 463.
35 Williams, Performing A rtist 1974-1986, 94.
3̂  Williams, Performing A rtist 1974-1986, 95.
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endeavours, resulting in his recording and performing impetuses of the mid-1970s 

having a bearing on the style of the finished film. Dylan was emphatically not 

setting out to produce a Hollywood-style narrative, and relied instead on an 

approach closer in spirit to the construction of his Blood on the Tracks songs, and 

his nascent painting philosophy.

What follows is a series of observations positioning Renaldo and Clara in its 

various contexts. Among these are its critical standing vis-a-vis its unique structure 

and filming circumstances, as well as an examination of the various critical 

responses to the film. One pertinent question raised is how audience bias and 

unfamiliarity with the film's novel structure impinges on its acceptance, and 

whether Dylan's film, in the light of different (even singular) criteria reveals its 

strengths, and diffuses its perceived weaknesses. With this, there will be a close 

look at Renaldo and Clara from both a formal and thematic point of view, and a 

contextualisation of the film in terms of Dylan’s own recorded output. Its place in 

cinematic discourse will be touched upon, and how assessment can better take 

place relative to those films that inspired Dylan initially, and those which have 

emerged since its release. To conclude, there will be a brief overview of Renaldo 

and Clara's release history and how it stands in relation to Dylan’s other cinematic 

ventures and his visual output more generally, including his late-career devotion 

to painting.

4.2 Analytical Considerations

Created and edited with such idiosyncratic impetuses, the film can be challenging 

to assess. Its unconventional structure and length limit its appeal to the mass 

audience, and it is likely the film will continue to provide the most enjoyment to 

the Dylan aficionado who understands the relationships between the key players 

and the significance of the voyeuristic scenes. Yet removed from its appeal as a 

cinematic ‘backstage pass’, the staged scenes do provide a window into Dylan’s 

thematic preoccupations, which he and his co-editor Aik weave deftly throughout 

the film. Indeed, Dylan’s organisation of the film in post-production revolved 

around themes.^^ Many of these reach back into Dylan’s 1960s work, but also

Allen Ginsberg, ‘A Draft o f an Introduction to Renaldo & Clara,' in Wanted Man: In Search o f  Bob 
Dylan, John Bauldie (ed.) (London: Penguin Books, 1992), 1 1 8 -1 2 0  (1 1 8 ,1 1 9 ). Please see previous



137

extend into his latter-day output, in particular his artw ork and first volume of 

memoirs. The style of the film is defiantly un-Hollywood, with Dylan and Aik’s 

editing divorced from established norms and unspoken rules, constructing 

meaning instead from unexpected collisions between filmic elements. In the 

context of mainstream cinematic discourse the film does not conform to a 

recognisable genre—‘concert film’ is merely adequate given that the Rolling 

Thunder performances comprise only fifty minutes of its 224 minute running 

time. The typical Hollywood dominance of the image and dialogue over music is 

also absent.

A further contentious area emerges when establishing the most apt rubric 

for interpreting the film. This arises in debates as to v/hether the film is conducive 

to an overall arc, or if the film is best enjoyed for its minute-to-minute 

interconnectedness. The former appeared to be Dylan’s stance; in his 

contemporary interviews, he was keen to explain the film in terms of it having a 

message to convey, or that the film was ‘about’ a distinct group of concerns. In an 

interview with Rolling Stone, for example, he claimed: ‘My film is about naked 

alienation of the inner self against the outer self.^s The latter is the position of 

Ginsberg, who postulated an internal [albeit unconventional) logic to be 

discovered in the viewing.^^ Commentator Paul Williams has concurred with 

Ginsberg, bu t has taken issue with much of the framework suggested by Dylan, 

finding the film’s merit instead in its fleeting moments and song performances.''^^

Those ideas that drive the usage of the raw  material make the film a potent 

visualisation of Dylan’s creative technique circa the mid-1970s. However, Renaldo 

and Clara is composed of vignettes whose artistic quality has been controversial. 

Williams finds much to admire in the improvised scenes, while Dylan scholar 

Michael Gray takes issue with Dylan's insistence of including so many of these 

‘flaccid’ scenes, particularly at the expense of the concert f o o t a g e .T h e r e  exists 

the lasting difficulty of establishing the correct criteria by which to assess such a 

unique film, and one interpretative impasse conjured up by Renaldo and Clara is

chapter on cinema in Dylan’s songs, in particular those o f Blood on the Tracks, Desire, and Street- 
Legal.
38 Cott, ‘January 2 6 ,1 9 7 8 ,’ 178.

Ginsberg, ‘Introduction to Renaldo & Clara,' 118; 119.
Williams, Performing Artist 1974-1986, 95.
Gray, Encyclopedia, 570.
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how much Dylan, by presenting highly erratic footage (on many levels) in an 

edited form neutralises its negative qualities and refines them into a 'statem ent' of 

some merit. By this is meant how much its quixotic randomness is in some way 

transformed by its ordered presentation.

It is this ordering of the material, and Dylan's level of intentionality, that 

will be the focal point of this analysis. Considering the quantity of film Dylan had 

to work with—by Ginsberg’s estimate 110 hours or more^^^—what the director 

chose to retain already rarefies and adds significance to what is there. For this, 

interviews with Dylan and his collaborators are the best source for discerning the 

ratio of what was aimed for in relation to what was achieved, and as such, the 

typical evaluation of narrative and plot is relegated in favour of the filmmaker's 

individual motivations. This is necessary as conventional story exists only in short 

bursts throughout Renaldo and Clara. The film does not deal with a theme in a 

progressive sense; rather it presents the theme with next to no evaluative 

qualities, as if it were occurring spontaneously. Artistic layers with 

compatible/contrasting subjects are edited together (spoken-word spliced with 

music for example], sometimes overlaid on top of each other, sometimes 

harmonising, and sometimes creating discord, depending on the viewer's 

sensibilities. It should be noted that the use of the word 'overlaid' is a dubious one 

in this context, implying as it does that the visual data is in some way the base or 

foundation, and that sound is ancillary. On several occasions, the soundtrack 

competes with the image, often having more rhythmic quality and focusing one's 

attention more trenchantly than the visuals (see the 'She Belongs to Me’ segment, 

discussed later]. With the dynamic concert footage, the camera focus is often (in 

Dylan's case] on close-ups that foreground his expressions and the vocal delivery. 

This places a stress on the storytelling relevance of the music. The performances 

chosen by Aik and Dylan also seem to have been selected precisely for their ability 

to commentate on, reflect over, or otherwise predict adjacent scenes. Given the 

num ber of performances filmed, the choice of one particular performance takes on 

a degree of significance. Three hundred songs were reportedly committed to tape 

during the October rehearsals alone, providing Dylan with a vast amount of

Heylin, Behind the Shades, 460.
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material to choose from.'^^ Their sequencing of Rolling Thunder performances 

after certain scenes forms a kind of musical/lyrical commentary. The live 

performances then could be viewed as commenting on the scenes of their 

fictionalised alter egos. Other occasions, however, such as a performance by 

perform er/actress  Ronee Blakely (the song ‘Need a New Sun Rising’), are placed 

directly after she has just performed a staged scene as someone else. In this case, 

the line between her and the character she plays becomes blurred as she performs 

a song with clear ties to the preceding scene.

Songs also 'coat' the non-musical scenes (diegetic performances by the 

actors, and non-diegetic inclusions). Music’s presence in the film therefore is 

heavily intertwined with the visuals. The more cerebral, dialogue-driven scenes 

and their implied jigsaw-like connections are placed in a sort of aesthetic network 

with the direct and emotive music— Dylan's a ttem pt seemingly being to absorb all 

levels of the narration into an intellectual, thematic fabric, the success of which 

again relies on the individual interpreter.

The attem pt to create various harmonies and discords between the 

soundtrack and the image is a multifaceted aspect of the film, used for many 

different purposes and in different scenarios. As noted by Dylan film scholar C.P. 

Lee, one such facet of this technique employed by Dylan is the countering of 

fractured relationship scenes with a 'sensitive' song.' '̂^ Over the scene featuring 

Sara and Sam Shepard discussing their relationship problems (with escalating 

antipathy on Shepard's part) we hear  Dylan's paean to jaded love and tacit 

acceptance in 'One Too Many Mornings’. In the last stages of the Dylan-Sara-Baez 

scenes, with the women taunting Dylan/Renaldo, the song playing in the 

background is 'Patty’s Gone to Laredo’: a plaintive piano ballad w ritten and 

performed by Dylan full of resignation and melancholy (yet whose lyrics are 

largely obscured).

These songs’ contrapuntal function allows for a num ber of striking parallels 

between the scene’s tone and the soundtrack’s mood. While this is clearly a 

cinematic version of Dylan’s vision for Blood on the Tracks, co-editor Aik was 

probably an influence on these ambitions for the im age/soundtrack’s effect. As

Heylin, Still on the Road, 111. 
Lee, Films, 109.
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noted by commentator Clinton Heylin, Aik's vision for what could be achieved with 

the im age/soundtrack can found in the sleevenotes of the soundtrack for You Are 

What You Eat (1968) edited by Aik:

If what you see on film is one reality, what you hear on the soundtrack is 
another. If the two simultaneous realities contradict each other, they also 
free us from [...] cultural cliches of experience. What emerges is a new 
reality... there is no literal plot.'^^

Dylan and Aik similarly use these 'two simultaneous realities’ to advance Dylan’s 

thematic preoccupations—ideas that cohere with greater logic in the context of his 

editing philosophies, and will be investigating in a coming section.

Assessing the film also runs into problems on the grounds of whether many 

of its stylistic choices can be ascribed to naivety and /o r amateurishness on the 

part of the filmmakers, or a cognizant disregard of convention in the name of 

making an artistic statem ent or an intellectual point. This is im portant with 

regards to the viewer’s suspension of disbelief. The degree of confidence one has 

in the filmmakers’ control of their medium will prospectively have an impact on 

how the film is received. The notion that the producers are playing without a 

metaphorical net can, in this way, disrupt a serious engagement in such a 

figurative narrative. The decoding of meaning from the camera angles, 

juxtaposition of shots, editing, and sequencing are confounded, with the linkages 

often being made on a purely symbolic, thematic, and textural level. Traditional 

emotional investment is negated in areas such as character identification, because 

the names of characters, as well as their diegetic function, are so fluid. Decoding 

meaning from the symbolism and m etaphor is challenging due to the apparent 

randomness of their recurrence and their lack of narrative resolution. As a result 

the film can have an alienating effect owning to the absence of the usual 

connective tissue that would contextualise who (or what) is being depicted at any 

given time—the perceived ‘insider’ knowledge needed to assimilate the film being 

denied to the general audience.

In a film with a documentary element, it can be expected that the viewer 

will read the participants as either being themselves (or themselves as they wish 

to be filmed] as in Dont Look Back, or as playing a thinly-veiled fictional version of

Heylin, 'Profile o f Howard Aik’, 148.
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them selves, a la A Hard Day's Night (1964]. Renaldo and Clara often stresses the 

fictionalised elem ent in its staged scenes, yet despite the different nam es given to 

the perform ers (Dylan plays ‘Renaldo’, while Ronnie Hawkins plays 'Bob Dylan’], 

the view er inescapably sees 'Renaldo' as Dylan, as Dylan's own personality 

overwhelm s the pretence of a fictional alter ego. Several sequences w ith no 

recourse to fakery occur throughout the film, such as Dylan and Ginsberg's visit to 

Jack Kerouac’s grave, as well as the Rubin Carter sequence, which makes the 

conceit of the perform ers playing characters less consistent, w ith the actor always 

m ore 'visible' than the role they play. The spectator cannot help bu t see Dylan, his 

then-w ife Sara, and ex-partner Joan Baez, sharing scenes together, despite their 

names being listed as perform ers in the credits.

Dylan was aw are of this potential reaction from the audience, and was 

quizzed on the m atter in the wake of the film’s release by Playboy's Ron 

Rosenbaum:

RR: A ren't you teasing the audience w hen you have scenes played by Baez 
and Sara, real people in your life, and then expect the viewers to se t aside 
the ir preconceptions as to their relationship to you?
BD: No, no. They shouldn’t even think they know anyone in this film. It's all 
in the context of Renaldo and Clara and there 's no reason to get hung up on 
w ho’s who in the movie.'^^

The fictional, figurative im portance of the characters in the film was stressed  by 

Dylan in interview s, at the expense of the actor. Yet it is often difficult to infer 

Dylan’s cerebral and symbolic intended m eaning based solely on the material. 

Dylan's interview s posit som e very specific ways of reading the film, am ong them  

that the film is a dream  of Renaldo's,^^ and tha t the role of Dylan-in-W hite Face is 

separate from Renaldo.'’̂® Unable to surm ise this from the im agery alone, a 

dichotomy em erges betw een w hat the view er deduces versus Dylan's version of 

events. This creates tensions in in terpretation, w ith Dylan’s understanding being 

subm erged by the m ore obvious autobiographical elem ents and docum entary 

footage.

Ron Rosenbaum, ‘Interview with Ron Rosenbaum, Playboy, March 1978,’ in The Essential 
Interviews, 1 9 9 -2 3 6  (218).

Cott, 'January 2 6 ,1 9 7 8 ’, 175.
«  Cott, 'January 2 6 ,1 9 7 8 ’, 173.
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This raises the notion, however unpremeditated, that the people/actors are 

merely 'acting out’; that is, the 'actors’ are essentially performing actions for the 

camera. The film can then be said not to incite a suspension of disbelief, and 

instead provoke an ironic, intellectual reading where the spectator’s critical eye is 

engaged. Viewing the film in this light, Joan Baez is not 'playing' anyone; the 

spectator is watching Joan Baez speak in an accent, paradoxically, as if she is in a 

film. The thematic aspects of the film are ironically accentuated by this viewing— 

from Dylan's editing choices, he lays bare the artificiality of the enterprise by 

forsaking fiction for meta-fiction (the film is all 'documentary', albeit masked often 

by transparent obfuscation]. The inclusion of scenes of 'real life’, in conjunction 

with those staged, unavoidable evokes the dissolution of barriers between the 

two—one of the film’s many 'grey areas’ that encourages sceptical, ironic regard. 

The simultaneous presentation of characters in a scene, and the watching of 

people acting-out, ties closely into the prismatic sense of perspective that Dylan 

was concurrently employing in his writing (more on this 'dual perspective’ quality 

can be found in the 'Tangled Up in Blue’ and 'Black Diamond Bay’ discussion in the 

preceding chapter].

In this reading, all of the film is a documentary. The sense that we are 

watching the perform ers act as if they are in a movie manages to neutralise the 

contrivances of the staged scenes, and one is given an evocative montage of the 

Rolling Thunder experience, as well as intimate glimpses of its key personnel self

consciously performing for the camera. This reading follows from Dylan’s 

inclusion of so many non-fictional scenes, so as that the verite qualities extend to 

the improvised acting scenes, revealing the players in new lights and perspectives. 

The film in this way documents its own process—due to the nature of the shoot 

the film was largely 'discovered’ in its filming. Sequences such as Joan Baez in the 

elderly gypsy 'Mama’ Frasca's wedding dress and Dylan and Ginsberg's 

ruminations by the grave of Jack Kerouac lend the film a one-take serendipity, that 

in tandem with its 'spontaneous' editing style gives it its own unique momentum. 

Shepard vividly described how the filming took on a life of its own;

The feeling now is that it's ridiculous to talk about what kind of film w e’re
making. The whole thing is a booming event beyond film, beyond tape
recorders, beyond any attem pt to capture the whole of it. There’s no way to
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even docum ent this thing. It’s all happening at once in a million directions. 
The only thing now  is to allow it to unfold in any way it w ants and to just 
run w ith it. To pace it like you w ould a race horse. Give space w herever it’s 
needed. To try  to keep watch on it and stay open to its risings and fallings. 
To stay away from giving vent to hysteria and m adness at the lack of form. 
It’s not formless anyw ay. It’s ju st tha t m ost of us are out of touch w ith the 
form tha t it’s really taking and feel it sweeping us along like a riptide.'^^

There will now be a closer exam ination of how Dylan in post-production 

m arshalled this serendipitous footage into a structu re tha t com plem ents and 

accentuates its spontaneity  and its prism atic qualities.

4.3 Formal Elements

By looking a t Dylan’s direction for the scenes shot and the ir arrangem ent in p o s t

production, this section will identify som e com monalities w ith his com positional 

philosophies circa 1974 to Street-Legal in 1977. Some of Dylan’s techniques and 

stratagem s rep resen t a recapitulation of strengths found in w ork dating back to 

the 60s, as well as act as a precursor to elem ents of his later output, both in his 

recording and visual projects. Under consideration specifically will be Dylan’s 

editing practices (and his co-editor Howard Aik’s input) tha t create a song-like 

milieu of repeated lines and rhythm s th a t provide the film its sense of unity. Other 

formal considerations will be the film’s length and structuring, and how Dylan’s 

production philosophy impinged upon and dictated the form of the finished 

product.

Looking firstly at the film’s editing style, in particular the juxtaposition of 

scenes: while the connections often do not convey a linearity of story  o r the 

continuing exploits of any one stable character, the scenes often connect together 

thematically, owing to the ir sim ilar hues [blues and reds m ost notably], im agery 

(hats, flowers, dark-haired w om en] or w ords (dom estic scenes rife w ith 

relationship tension, linked w ith concurrent song lyrics]. W hat Dylan and Aik 

achieve in term s of this editing style is a spontaneity  of one scene perpetuating 

ano ther—the film’s scenes often ‘rhym e’, and like verse do not necessarily accrue 

m eaning but do succeed in tying the film together like a composition. In Ginsberg’s 

oft-quoted detailing of Dylan’s post-production process, scenes w ere catalogued

Shepard, Logbook, 148.
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according to the footage’s dominant colour, the characters and imagery present 

therein, and their themes (such as God, rock 'n' roll, poetry and marriage) upon 

which Dylan would begin 'composing it, thematically, weaving these specific 

compositional references in and out/^o

The ‘rhyming’ of scenes, like verse, draws one’s attention to the sheer 

pleasure of the formal structuring of the film. There is a satisfaction to be had from 

components of the visuals and soundtrack linking so frequently and dependably a 

la verse. Dylan maintains an internal consistency with people, places, imagery and 

words recurring in different iterations and contexts. In this case, the aesthetic 

pleasure of the film resides in these surface qualities without recourse to the 

actual content. The recurrence of these rhyming elements, such as the moon, the 

stage and mirrors, eventually generate a rhythm —or the perception of one—as 

the viewer is returned time and again to mutually refracting aural/visual cues. 

With songs, the rhythmic performance of the words in tandem with the music can 

override the importance of what the words actually say, particularly in the rock ‘n’ 

roll idiom in which Dylan frequently works; yet similar qualities in a cinematic 

context are rare, particularly taken to the extreme as they are in Renaldo and 

Clara. Looked at in this light, the film's construction has some antecedents in 

Dylan’s back catalogue, particularly 'Subterranean Homesick Blues’, based on 

Chuck Berry’s 'Too Much Monkey Business’,^i where the rap-like tempo and 

rhymes work in and of themselves. While visual rhymes will be returned to later, it 

is worth mentioning here that whole scenes in the film rhyme also, tying them to 

the style of Blood on the Tracks, particularly 'Tangled Up in Blue’, but also with 

certain electric-period songs, whose theme is largely stationary yet reiterated in 

different vignettes, such as 'Stuck Inside of Mobile With the Memphis Blues Again’. 

The issue of rhyme for its instantaneous pleasure can of course be found in all 

kinds of genres, and the lineage by which it arrives at Dylan cannot be 

accommodated here, yet it bears mentioning that in term s of Dylan's musical 

output. Desire, whose writing and recording intertwined with the development of

“  Heylin, Behind the Shades, 460.
As Dylan explained to interviewer Robert Hilburn: 'It’s from Chuck Berry, a bit o f "Too Much 

Monkey Business" and som e of the scat songs of the '40s'. See Robert Hilburn, 'Interview with 
Robert Hilburn, The Los Angeles Times, April 4, 2004,' in Cott, The Essential Interviews, 4 2 9 -4 3 8  
(438).
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Rolling Thunder and the filming of Renaldo and Clara, saw Dylan and co-writer 

Levy taking a greater in terest in rhyme for its own sake, often achieving a 

giddiness and w arm th of hum our by its cheerful proliferation. The most obvious 

instance is Desire's ‘Mozambique’, a quick glance at which shows the writers 

taking a delight in rhythm and rhyme as opposed to in-depth substance:

And when it's time for leaving Mozambique 
To say goodbye to sand and sea 
You turn  around to take a final peek 
And you see why it’s so unique to be 
Among the lovely people living free 
Upon the beach of sunny Mozambique

Likewise, ‘Hurricane’, 'Black Diamond Bay', and o ther large swathes of Desire are 

rife with assonance and ambitious rhymes that establish a purely formal 

framework by which these songs can be enjoyed. Street-Legal too, whose writing 

process coincided with the final editing of Renaldo and Clara, saw Dylan involved

in crafting rhymes that work as impressive feats of dexterity before considering

their bearing on the content of the words (see discussion o f ‘No Time to Think' in

previous c h a p t e r ] .

This aspect of Renaldo and Clara perhaps suffers from an overweighting or 

fixation in Holl}wood structures tow ards the imparting of meaning as the key 

source for entertainment. The use of aural/visual alliteration in the classic 

Hollywood model draws attention to itself as filmic artifice, in that it signals to the 

audience symmetries and internal allusions that make the discerning spectator 

aware of the guiding hand of the filmmakers. Such internal echoes are often 

naturalised, or absorbed into the diegesis—and therefore not an impediment to 

the audience’s investment in the s tory—by their bearing on thematic development 

and character arcs. In classical terms, the repetition of aural/visual elements in a 

different context is primarily used to convey a progression/regression from a 

prior state to a new state. Being conditioned to in terpret the recurrence of 

signifiers as an indication of change, a shift in perception occurs in Renaldo and

52 In classic children’s literature, in particular passages from Lewis Carroll and Dr. Suess, a high 
level o f symbolism, and a devotion to rhythm and assonance, are prefigured as both the style and 
substance. Dylan, interestingly, showed an overt interest in the language of children’s stories and 
fairy tales in his 1990 album Under the Red Sky.
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Clara as the images refuse to am ass into a well-defined cum ulative point, or as a 

w indow  into the in ten t of the filmmakers. That Dylan was in terested  in 

underm ining the hegem ony of o rder-d isorder-order formulas and a general 

didacticism can be found in his w riting philosophy for Blood on the Tracks (see 

‘Tangled up in Blue’ discussion]. The subject of signifier-as-change will be 

expanded in a la ter look a t David Lynch's Inland Empire, which shares some of 

Renaldo and Clara’s shooting and editing style, and an absurd ist use of signifiers.

On a side note, the instructiveness and indulgence in audiences’ passivity 

which Dylan dem urs against here was the bane of Edgar Allan Poe, who described 

didacticism as the w orst of ‘heresies’ in his essay The Poetic Principle, originally 

published in 1850.^3 Dylan has expressed an adm iration for Poe in both his w riting 

(m entioned by nam e in his novella Tarantula and Chronicles Vol. 1, and evoked in 

the songs ‘Love Minus Zero/No Limit', ‘Just Like Tom Thum b’s Blues' and several 

tracks on his 2012 collection Tempest) and in in te rv ie w s .G ra y  sees a correlation 

betw een Poe’s 'To Helen’ and ‘The Raven’ w ith Dylan’s ‘Sara’ and ‘No Time to 

Think’ respectively. ‘Sara’, of course, is part of Desire and Renaldo and Clara, while 

'No Time to Think' shares sim ilarities, and possibly its composition, w ith the 

finalising of Renaldo and Clara for release. Furthering Poe's spectral influence on 

the film, a scene was planned to take place betw een Dylan and a Poe im personator 

in Poe's Boston house, which came to naught.^^ He was also on Dylan’s mind in the 

la tter stages of dubbing—footsteps heard  outside the door of the Dylan-Sara-Baez 

sequence leading Dylan to evoke ‘The Tell-Tale H eart’ as a literary reference to his 

sound editor.^^

The absence of narrative progression in Renaldo and Clara places g reater 

em phasis on its rhythm ic, spontaneous, perform ance-inspired qualities. This is 

furthered by how  the film's sequences are edited together, w ith the last line of 

dialogue or visual cue in a scene seem ing to ‘trigger’ the next. The free-associative

53 Edgar Allan Poe, The Poetic Principle fhtto: /  / ww w.eapoe.orp/w orks /essavs /poetprnb.htm . 7 
February 2013).
5'* One such interview  is with Robert Hilburn from 2004: 'It’s nice to be able to put yourself in an 
environm ent where you can com pletely accept all the unconscious stuff that com es to you from the 
inner workings of your mind. And block yourself off to where you can control it all, take it down... 
Edgar Allen Poe must have done that'. See Hilburn, 'April 4 ,2 0 0 4 ’, 434.

Shepard, Logbook 124.
56 Rosenbaum, 'March 1978,' 201.
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Style diffuses the need for a sustained narrative thread, focusing instead on 

persis tent attention to a group of interrelated thematic elements.

Another formal consideration is its length. This was addressed by Dylan, 

who evoked audiences' biases as a source for the attitude tow ards its contentious 

running time:

1 can't believe that people think that four hours is too long for a film. I think 
the vision is strong enough to cut through all of that. But we may be kicked 
right out of Hollywood after this film is released [...]. In India, they show 
twelve-hour movies. Americans are spoiled, they expect a r t  to be like 
wallpaper with no effort, just to be there.^^

The film's dialectical quality is alluded to here—the implication being that the 

audience has to consciously participate in order to understand the film. After the 

initial cut’s reception, Dylan relented to shortening the film down to two hours 

due to pressure from the theatre owners.^®

In terms of its original duration, the time frame is used by Dylan for the 

placement of several extended sequences, often broken up with fragments of o ther 

scenes and Revue performances, yet self-contained and 'resolved' to a certain 

degree with a closing scene or shot that encapsulates a tone or a preoccupation 

within the film. These extended sections are reserved largely for a certain part  of 

the film's timeframe; for example, while the Dreamaway Lodge footage is mostly 

contained in the film's midsection, the last use of the location is the resonant 

fragment of Mama singing 'It w asn 't you and it w asn 't  me' coupled with her 

charging for the record (Dylan's fascination with the material value of music 

finding a powerful outlet here). The Rubin Carter sequence occupies a distinct 

niche around the film's centre, and is the most sustained and self-contained of the 

film's sequences. An extended scene w here Joan Baez’s 'Woman in White' 

confronts 'Renaldo' (Dylan) and 'Clara’ (Dylan's then-wife Sara) in an apartm ent is 

also played out chronologically and resides exclusively in the film's third act. 

These sequences, organised into dem arcated areas of the film's running time

57 Cott, 'January 26 ,1978 ,' 191.
58 Dylan explained to interviewer Matt Damsker: 'It was a direct action that was done for [...] the 
theatre owners. I mean, they just say [...] they couldn’t give it a fair showing at four hours, ‘cause 
they couldn’t get people in and o u t It costs them to open their doors... too much m oney’. See 
Damsker, ‘15 September 1978,’ 460.



148

suggest Dylan had an o rder in mind and was looking for a conscious effect in their 

respective placements.

Regarding the film’s sequencing, there  is detectable significance to the 

chronological ordering of certain scenes. The placem ent of ‘When I Paint My 

M asterpiece’ as the first song plainly establishes certain images tha t resonate  w ith 

the movie a t large. In visual term s, the Rolling Thunder aesthetic; the props of the 

hat and rose; the evocation of m asks and multiple identities; Bob Dylan as 

narrative pivot, all reappear m ultiple tim es. Lyrically, the song’s panoram ic scene- 

jum ping (T left Rome, and landed in Brussels’, 'Sailing around the w orld in a d irty  

gondola’] and its im agery of trains, ‘seeing double’, and beleaguering by the media 

all presage sim ilar subjects in the movie to follow.

Dylan also saves the image of himself-as-Renaldo on the floor backstage for 

the penultim ate scene, suggesting its significance, as well as the lyrics tha t 

im m ediately succeed it in the last scene (‘In the m orning w hen the moon is a t its 

res t /  You will see me at the tim e I love the best /  Building castles in the shifting 

sands /  In a w orld tha t no one understands /  In the morning, just the m orning of 

my life’). Dylan, w hen quizzed by Ginsberg on the use of this song (The Bee Gees' 

‘In the Morning'), suggested the im portance of the song's message a t the film’s 

end:

AG: Why end the movie w ith the black singer singing ‘The Morning Of Your
Life’? [sic]
BD: Because it’s in fact the m orning of Renaldo’s life.^^

Similarly, The Rubin Carter sequence is placed as a near-independent se t 

piece in the film’s centre. Its centrality  to the film’s structuring could be in 

deference to the im portance of Rubin Carter's plight to the Rolling T hunder shows, 

as well as to Dylan personally, w ho conceded tha t the case had been a salient 

factor in him touring: 'I w anted to spread  the m e s s a g e ’ . jh g  sequence is notable 

in how  it undoes the pattern  established in all the preceding scenes by retain ing a 

stable subject m atter and a lack of fictionalised em bellishm ent. It is also the only 

sequence to use cam era edits w hile rem aining in the sam e narrative space—the

Ginsberg, ‘Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 125.
Heylin, Still on the Road, 97. By the tim e Dylan had finalized editing Renaldo and Clara in late 

1977, Carter’s retrial had come and gone, and he had again been found guilty.
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freeze-frames holding the image in place for the lyrics of the song 'Hurricane' to 

interject. However, the film cleverly integrates the sequence thematically, 

featuring as it does the iconography of the press interview, as well as Carter’s 

'performance' for the cameras.

Structurally, the placement and editing of this sequence has no precedent 

in Dylan's output, bu t 'Highlands', the closing track on 1997's Time Out o f  Mind, 

features an extended, self-contained vignette amidst its 16:31 minute running 

time. Making a break with the soliloquy-like verses that comprise the song until 

tha t point, Dylan narrates an encounter with a waitress 'in a Boston town' 

restaurant, full of recounted dialogue and rife with pointed repartee, before the 

narra to r  emerges outside the restaurant, and back into the original pattern of the 

verses. Its effect is more striking and surreal than the comparable Renaldo and  

Clara sequence, bu t would hint at an interesting fondness in extended narratives 

for a detailed, sustained mini-narrative located in the centre, around which the 

surrounding section gains perspective. The Francois Truffaut film Shoot the Piano 

Player (I960], suggested by Dylan to be an influence on Renaldo and C l a r a ,also 

has this structure.

Tirez sur le pianiste, aka Shoot the Pianist was directed by Francois Truffaut 

in 1960 and displays the quintessential hallmarks of the French New Wave. That 

Dylan was enam oured with the film can be found in '11 Outlined Epitaphs', his 

liner notes to The Times They Are A-Changin' [1964) album:

There's a movie called 
Shoot the Piano Player 
the last line proclaimin'
"music, man, that's where it's at" 
it is a religious line 
outside, the chimes rung 
an' they
are still r i n g i n ' ^ ^

The film concerns a former pianist who takes on a new identity as a piano player 

in a bar following the suicide of his wife. After becoming entangled in his brothers ' 

criminal activities, his life is renewed briefly through the love of a beautiful

Shepard, Logbook, 15.
Bob Dylan, Writings & Drawings (London: Granada, 1979), 153.
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w aitress who seeks to guide him back to his form er greatness. The film resonates 

w ith Dylan's picture in both its s truc tu re  and themes. Structurally, the second act 

of Shoot the Piano Player contains an extended flashback depicting the 

protagonist's earlier life. It functions alm ost as its own independent narrative, 

com prised of its own characters and sto ry  arc, yet also an integral part of the film. 

While Renaldo and Clara's segm ent on Ruben Carter does not in te rru p t a linear 

narrative, the placem ent of a key sequence in the centre w ith its own internal 

cohesion and logic does have som e parallels w ith Shoot the Piano Player. A parallel 

in the shooting style also exists betw een the two films. While in both the French 

New Wave and Dylan's Rolling T hunder shoot, the aesthetic is borne of necessity, 

the long un in terrup ted  takes and im provisational dialogue also m ark a 

com m onality of tone. The sense of eavesdropping and the casual m anner of the 

speech create a naturalism  th a t helps to balance the artifice of post-production.

A nother discourse influencing the film’s form is painting. Dylan expressed 

in an interview  w ith Jonathan Cott how  he connected the effect of a painting 

(referring especially to those of post-im pressionist a rtis t Paul Cezanne) w ith his 

conception for the film:

BD: The movie creates and holds the time. That's w hat it should do—it 
should hold tha t time, b reathe in tha t tim e and stop tim e in doing that. It's 
like if ycui look a t a painting by Cezanne, you get lost in tha t painting for 
tha t period of time.
JC: In Cezanne, things tha t you m ight take as being decoration actually tu rn  
out to be substantial.
BD: That’s exactly w hat happens in Renaldo and Clara. Things which appear 
m erely decorative usually, la ter on, becom e substantial.

In a la ter interview  w ith Philippe Adler of L'Expresse in 1978, Dylan explicitly 

connected his understanding  of filmmaking w ith painting:

PA: Are you going to make ano ther [film]?
BD: Yes. Painting has always been my passion. For me a film is a painting 
tha t comes alive from a wall.^'^

«  Cott, 'January 2 6 ,1 9 7 8 ,’ 192.
Philippe Adler, ‘The Philippe Adler Interview, June 1 6 ,1 9 7 8 ’ 

fhttp:/ /w w w .biorner.com /Interview s 70s.pdf. 14 February 2013J.
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Allen Ginsberg, w hen explicating on the film's construction, also pointed to its 

painterly  quality:

It’s built in a very interesting way. You would have to study it like 
Finnegans Wake, or Cezanne, to discern the texture, to discern the 
com position of the tapestry. It’s a pa in ter’s film, and it was com posed like 
that.^^

The film, as it is compiled, is cubist; Dylan, in discussing the film in 1978 locates 

the film's effect to this precise artistic movement:

The movie has to do w ith roles tha t people play. [...] It's like a cubist 
painting, like you see all of it. I can see you bu t 1 can 't see your back. W hat if 
I w anted to see your back and your front, all tha t together? That's w hat I 
w as trying to do.^^

It is in teresting tha t Dylan refers to Paul Cezanne, who can be said to form the 

bridge betw een Im pressionism  in the late nineteenth century and Cubism in the 

early tw entieth  century, but was not a cubist painter himself. The cubist 

approaching of seeing m ultiple angles a t once is borne out in several Blood on the 

Tracks songs [see previous chapter’s discussion o f ‘Tangled Up in Blue’) yet is also 

detectable in Renaldo and Clara, w here endless variations of sim ilar properties 

em erge tim e and again. One can also see the 'associational tex tu re’ of colours 

alluded to by Dylan in his discussions w ith Ginsberg. Dylan edits num erous scenes 

together th a t share a sim ilar palette of colours; for instance, in a series of scenes 

near the beginning of the film, once can see a clear usage of cobalt blue w ith red 

inflections [see fig. 1). Such ‘associational tex tu re’ lends the film the painterly  

quality Dylan w ished to achieve, and helps to unite scenes of otherw ise d isparate 

im port into a form of [non-narrative) unity.

John Hinchey, 'Interview s and a Poem: Allen Ginsberg, Poet,’ in All A cross the Telegraph, 1 6 1 -1 7 4  
(1 6 5 ).

Philip Fleishm an, 'Philip F leishm an Interview : Early 1 9 7 8 ,’ in The Fiddler, 1 0 3 1 -1 0 3 6  (1033 ).
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Figure 1: Juxtaposed scenes united by their colour scheme in Renaldo and Clara.

Having looked a t the arrangem ent of the sequences w ithin the full running 

time, this section will tu rn  now  to the ordering of the film on a scene-to-scene 

level. Here, the chaining of com plem entary v isual/aural signifiers is a m ajor part 

of how  connections are m ade throughout the film. Dylan chronicler Clinton Heylin 

has m otioned tha t the edits betw een scenes often offer m ore im port than the 

content of the scenes th e m se lv e s .A m o n g  the techniques em ployed by Dylan and 

his editor Howard Aik is parallel editing, to show  a relationship betw een different 

sets of action. As Lee has pointed out:

The music underpins, cross-cuts and punctuates the visual images. 
Sometimes it can be used to foreground a symbolic interaction or image. On 
o ther occasions the soundtrack  too becom es multi-layered, threading its 
way through the sequence like a piece of yarn in a tapestry, invisible until 
you stand back and view  the  whole image.^®

Heylin, ‘Profile of Howard Aik,’ 143. 
Lee, Films, 108.
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In some cases, Dylan uses this technique to make two different scenes appear as 

one—a practice he had been introduced to by Aik ten years p re v io u s ly .D y la n  

even reuses one sequence from Eat the D o c u m e n t ,vi^here Sara makes a call from 

a phone booth, and we cut to Columbia's Walter Yetnikoff answering a phone in a 

different context [Eat the Document saw Dylan intercut two separate phone calls 

into appearing as one also).

Dylan’s use of soundtrack music in the non-concert sequences also adheres 

to the functions of parallel editing.'^i Occasionally different layers on the 

soundtrack are interlocked with each other, and intertwined with the editing of 

the visuals. In one scene, Sara/Clara walks through streets, while on the 

soundtrack, Allen Ginsberg intones a poem that repeats the words ‘Your eyes' with 

every line. Dylan, diegetically on the soundtrack, can be heard singing an electric 

blues version of 'She Belongs to Me’ whose 4 /4  beat joins up with the m etre of 

Ginsberg’s recitation and with Sara's s t r i d e . ' ^ ^

As mentioned previously regarding the arrangem ent of scenes, a 

verbal/m usic cue will often trigger the next scene, or conjure up a song or poem 

that expands or adds perspective to w hat the viewer has just witnessed. This has 

the effect of tying together incongruous visuals and audio, and accounting for 

sudden shifts in locale. It also lends spontaneity to the film’s subject matter, in that 

one word or symbol will suddenly call up another permutation. The most obvious 

instance of this occurs during the Revue performance o f 'I t  Takes a Lot to Laugh, It 

Takes a Train to Cry’, w here the lyric 'if your train gets lost’ appears to 'trigger' 

footage of violinist Scarlet Rivera lost backstage. As the song winds down, the 

action cuts to Dylan and Helena Kallianiotes,^^ standing in a train yard. In an 

earlier scene set in a restaurant with Sara and Helena, an unusual exchange takes 

place regarding the actresses needing a 'ride’ to Vermont, and the propositions of 

the men a t their table. One man does not appear trustworthy. The scene ends with 

the line 'Don’t I have an honest face?' and the scene immediately cuts to Dylan's 

face in close-up, in white face paint. Rolling Thunder performances also 'answer'

Lee, Films, 108.
Lee, Films, 108.
Lee, Films, 108.
Lee, Films, 108.
American film  actress; playing th e  role of'H elena', one o f th e  film 's m any dark haired w om en.
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several dialogue scenes in the movie, often edited so as to make the perform er's 

v\/ords connect v\ îth the preceding lines. In the Dylan-Sara-Baez apartm ent scene, 

the ‘Woman in White’ (Baez) asks of Sara/Clara, ‘Who is she?' and there is a cut to 

Dylan on stage performing the song ‘Sara', entering on the line ‘sweet virgin angel, 

svi^eet love of my life/ Sara, Sara /  Radiant jewel, mystical wife’.

Other examples of images precipitating music and vice versa perm eate the 

film. In an early scene featuring segues between Helena Kallianiotes and then 

Scarlet Rivera and Dylan, a Rolling Thunder version of the Hank Williams song 

‘Kaw-Liga’ plays over the so u n d tra ck .T h e re  is a cut to footage of a truck, with an 

Indian head symbol printed on its door. On the radio from inside a car where some 

of the footage is taken from, a DJ’s voice is heard speaking about safety on the 

roads, before there is a cut to the actual DJ. As the song continues to play, he 

announces that the Rolling Thunder Revue with Bob Dylan is coming to town. The 

image of the Indian from the song, then the symbol, followed by the tour’s name 

(shared with an Indian chief who is mentioned later at an actual Indian 

reservation) threads through the otherwise thematically disconnected shots 

(these can be seen in fig. 1 above). This section also has another case of parallel 

editing as we initially connect the DJ's voice with the car radio when it too is 

revealed to have been taking place separately, albeit with complementary 

imagery/words.

The Rubin Carter sequence arguably demonstrates these trappings most 

cogently, combining visual/aural transitions with the principles of parallel editing. 

Through interviews conducted on the streets of Harlem with passers-by, the song 

‘Hurricane' weaves in and out of the interviewees' contributions, with the lyrics 

seeming to commentate on their attitudes. At one point, the lyrics are overlaid on 

top of an interviewee’s response, figuratively putting words in his mouth. After 

one participant criticises ‘the system’ as excluding the black population, the man

'Kaw-Liga' is a country-m usic song written by Hank W illiams and Fred Rose, recorded in 1952  
and released posthum ously in January 1953. The story of a w ooden Indian being unable to express 
his love for an Indian maid, with its them es of being unable to communicate and express oneself 
adequately to a woman, resonates throughout the film. The version, sung by Dylan, com es from the 
aforementioned October rehearsals for the Revue in 1975. See Olof Bjorner, ‘Still on the Road: 1975  
Rolling Thunder Revue’
fhttp://wAvw.biorner.com/DSN02910% 201975% 20RolIing% 20Thunder% 20Revue.htm. 13 March 
2014).
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in captured in freeze-fram e, while the lyrics from 'H urricane' play, evoking the 

corruption of tha t w hite-biased system:

"Rem em ber tha t m urder you saw  in a bar?"
"Rem em ber you said you saw  the getaw ay car?"
"Think you’d like to play ball w ith the law?"
"You think it was tha t fighter you saw  runnin  tha t night?"
"Don't forget tha t you are white"

After the in terv iew ee’s cynicism. Carter a t his press conference is asked to give his 

opinion on 'the system ', and im parts ano ther perspective. In this w ay Dylan and 

Aik succeed in presenting  a prism atic depiction of the Carter case, having it 

em erge from a m ultifarious layering of narrative pieces tha t traverse chronology, 

participants, music and visuals.

Throughout the film Dylan often depicts interview ees and perform ers that 

have a predilection for rhythm ic speech, rife w ith repetition. He lingers on and 

gravitates to those parts of people’s speech w here phrases are re iterated  w ith a 

certain metrical cadence. Folksinger David Blue's segm ent is a clear example; not 

only does he provide his own percussion in the use of the pinball machine, bu t his 

speech often alights on recurring phrases. In one section he tells of how  upon first 

entering the Greenwich Village scene, he had to learn the correct language ['"I’m 

hip you’re hip I’m hip" you know? "You dig it I dig it I can dig it; can you  dig it? I 

can dig it if you can dig it then / can dig it”’]. This recurs in la ter David Blue 

segments, among them  the fragm ent of footage featuring the dialogue: 'It's a mjrth. 

You know w hat a myth is? A myth.' Dylan himself, filmed in a scene w ith Ramblin' 

Jack Elliot, holds a phrase and delivers it w ith near-m usical rhythm:

BD: A roam ing house... W hadaya call those houses again?
RJE: A boarding house?
BD: A boarding house... A sporting house! A sporting  house. She runs a
sporting house.'

In the Lowell orphanage grounds featured later in the film, Allen Ginsberg delights 

in questioning the children about God in a call-and-response dialogue: ‘Has he got 

a beard? Does he w ear eyeglasses? Does he have teeth? Does he has a belly? Does 

he have a head? Does he have eyes? Does he have thoughts? Does he have w ords? 

Does he play guitar?'
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These rhythmic speech patterns and repetitions are surely unplanned and 

serendipitous, but it is revealing that Dylan as the ‘overseer’ gravitates towards 

themJ^ Owing to how certain scenes came about from interviews with 

participants, the actors would be asked to improvise around certain key elements 

to make up the scene, resulting in the actors often circling the same speech and 

reusing their vocabulary until the scene has played out. This is most obviously 

demonstrated by Ronnie Hawkins’ propositioning of the 'actress from Israel’ in 

their scene to g e th e r .T h e  result is that even the commonplace speech found in 

much of the footage is presented and edited to highlight rhythmic qualities, in turn 

blurring the lines between everyday language and with the poetry and song lyrics 

employed in the performance-orientated footage.

4.4 Thematic Preoccupations

In keeping with Ginsberg's description of how Dylan ultimately composed the film 

by interweaving themes and symbols into a concordance he could pick and choose 

from, this section will follow some of these threads, and attempt to account for 

Dylan’s artistic choices when sequencing the film and arranging its soundtrack.

The film investigates some thematic areas Dylan has expressed an interest 

in before and after the filming. Among these is the impingement of the music 

business on the performer; the reconciliation of the touring musician’s lifestyle 

with long-term relationships; and in probably the broadest, most applicable 

preoccupation expressed in contemporary interviews, a fascination with time and 

depictions of perspective. Dylan’s desire to see a subject from different 

viewpoints, all the while keeping 'the focus as strong as a magnifying glass under 

the sun’̂  ̂ permeates and accounts for much of the thematic unity in Renaldo and 

Clara, as Dylan circles and magnifies compatible scenes until their commonalities 

become perceptible.

To look firstly at this theme of art versus commerce: the August 1967  

Newsweek endorsement for Dont Look Back as a documentary 'really about fame

Rosenbaum, 'March 1978 ’, 218.
As Ronnie Hawkins explained in 1985: 'We just started talking. That was it. I don’t have a clue 

w ho that girl was, what she’s done, or nothing. I heard later, from Allen Ginsberg, that she was a 
friend of Bob’s, an actress from Israel. That’s all’. See Gray, '1976 and Other Times,’ 135.

Damsker, '15 September 1978,’ 460.
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and how it menaces art''^® proved prescient for this film, as numerous iterations of 

the same tension and m istrust between the two spheres occur repeatedly 

throughout the film. The filming of Renaldo and Clara was notably undertaken 

independently and without outside financing. Dylan had been adam ant tha t he 

would not acquiesce with mainstream financial support:

I knew I couldn't w ork that way. I can’t  betray my vision on a little piece of 
paper in hopes of getting some money from somebody. In the final analysis, 
it turned out that I had to make the movie all by myself, with people who 
would work with me, who trusted  me. I w ent on the road in '76 to make the 
money for this movie. My last two tours were to raise the money for it.'^̂

As well as the autonomy afforded to Dylan by this rejection of outside forces, the 

subject of commercialism and marketability is borne out in several scenes. A 

preoccupation of the film is the idea of a performance as a transaction. All 

throughout, money is exchanged for art performed, and the tension between 

marketability and artistic expression looms large.

In the first scene featuring singer-songwriter-actor David Blue (one 

threaded throughout the film), he describes old Greenwich Village figures like John 

Brent and Hugh Romney [later the performer Wavy Gravy], and the ritual of 

'passing the hat' around the audience after a performance as their only source of 

income. He elaborates tha t a r tis ts /poets  would 'act' to get a better re turn  when 

the basket is passed: 'They’d have tem peram ental fits, to help the show along'. In 

later segments of the David Blue scene (all filmed in front of a pinball machine at 

an indoor swimming pool) he talks about Dylan playing harmonica for a 'buck a 

night’ for Fred Neil at 'Cafe Wha?' and the split in the folk musicians’ camp 

between commercial and traditional aesthetics—'traditional’ being the less 

financially rewarding, yet the most 'authentic’. This theme is followed through in 

numerous proceeding scenes.

The dollar value of performances recurs time and again. Among the 

examples is the scene featuring Bob Neuwirth of Dont Look Back fame on stage in a 

small club reading the poetry of a disabled man who seeks money in exchange for

Jeanne Hall, "‘Don’t You Ever Just Watch?": American Cinema Verite and Dont Look Back,’ in 
Documenting the Documentary: Close Readings o f  Documentary Film and Video, Barry Keith Grant 
and Jeannette Sloniowski (eds.), new  & expanded edn (Michigan: Wayne State University Press, 
2014), 237 -2 5 2  (243).

Rosenbaum, 'March 1978’, 220.
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copies of his writing. Maria Frasca, the old gypsy proprietor of Mama Frasca’s 

Dream Away Lodge [aptly named for this film) also charges for a song she has 

written and performed, forming a distant corollary with the folksingers of David 

Blue’s reminisces.

The theme of business and commerciality and its effect on performances 

can also be found in the film. The scene immediately following Neuwirth’s poetry 

reading features a conference between Dylan and record executives about the 

compromises required for AM radio to air 'Hurricane'. The scene is revisited after 

the Rubin Carter sequence, where Dylan and his entourage are detained in the 

lobby, insisting they are there to see Walter Yetnikoff,^° confronting him in his 

office and demanding that the single ‘Hurricane’ be released immediately. 

Yentikoff diffuses the conflict by agreeing to do so.^i

The negotiation of performance with financial gain leads into a broader 

concern of the movie, that of the relationship between perform er and audience. 

The stage is a ubiquitous element, and infractions and incursions across this line 

by both parties permeate the film. People are often depicted in a 

perform er/audience binary; the shifting param eters between the two, and the 

different incarnations of audience and perform er seem a perennial fascination for 

Dylan throughout.

The most obvious instance of this is the Rolling Thunder footage, in which 

the camera focuses on the performances of the Revue. Occupying fifty minutes of 

the running time, the live Revue performances are (mostly] evenly dispersed 

throughout the film. Interestingly, the use of camera angles means the crowd is 

often implied only by the setting and the sound: the shots focus almost exclusively 

on the performers. Other more low-key performances appear that are not set on 

the Rolling Thunder stage, which are located in various smaller venues. These are 

not limited to music; Allen Ginsberg reads from his epic Kaddish fo r  Naomi 

Ginsberg (1894-1956] in a usual setting but with an apt audience [several hundred 

Jewish ladies gathered for a Mah Jong tournament). Bob Neuwirth also reads

Walter Yetnikoff: then head o f CBS Records.
The single was rush-released after delays. Dylan had initially recorded ‘Hurricane’ on 30 July 

1975 but had to recut the song in October after the threat of libel loom ed over him regarding som e 
suspect lyrics. When the 'Hurricane’ single was issued, the controversy over its length was 
neutered by including the full length track on side B and a censored, shortened edit on the other. 
See Heylin, Still on the Road, 96.
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poetry on stage, and Ginsberg sings a rendition of William Blake’s poem 'Nurse's 

Song’ set to music. Retained throughout these scenes is the iconography of the 

perform er's spatial orientation versus the space occupied by the spectator.

Part of this interest in the perform ers’ space is the depictions of the 

practical rituals surrounding public performance. This connects with the more 

private and low-key moments where people embellish themselves with makeup 

and props. Numerous scenes feature the actors in backstage surroundings, 

applying makeup, eyeliner, attending to their hair, all revealing of the different 

masks and disguises the performers don in the expectation of being watched or 

judged by others, in particular the crowd for a staged performance. This feeds into 

the film's numerous challenges to fixed identity, and the idea that people m ust 

'play up’ in the public domain either for themselves or the expectations of others.

Within the film's performance-heavy context, all aspects of oratory and 

declamatory speech are prefigured as performance pieces within the sphere of 

public approbation. David Blue, with his rhythmic hipster jargon interlocked with 

the percussive pinball game is delivering a ‘performance’ self-consciously for the 

camera. Footage of a preaching evangelist in front of the Federal Plaza on Wall 

Street is prefigured as one form of performance with all its recourse to rhetoric 

and rhythm. The Rubin Carter sequence, containing parts of an interview with the 

boxer conducted for the press, is also redolent of performance, carefully 

modulated and deeply attuned to the presence of a crowd.

On a more microcosmic level, Dylan includes small moments that show the 

effect of the camera on ordinary people. The effect produced by being watched or 

recorded, and how it engenders various modes of performance in people, can be 

found most notably in the interview segments of the Rubin Carter sequence: one 

child asks about Rubin Carter, but more enthusiastically asks 'This gonna be on 

TV?’; an elderly man poses and objects to having his picture taken, and a nun who 

takes the opportunity to ‘enlighten’ the spectators. While Rubin Carter is 

ostensibly the subject, Dylan finds as much interest in the people’s responses to 

public scrutiny. Later during footage of Dylan and Ginsberg strolling the grounds 

of an orphanage, Dylan shows the responses of the excited children, and the 

different reactions of each—many ‘acting up’ in the light of being filmed.
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By revisiting the same dichotomy in different formulations, Dylan posits a 

consistent archetype with endlessly refracting facets. Different versions of the 

perform er/crow d relationship elaborate on the roles they play w îth each other in 

different contexts. The audience is a source of tension during Ginsberg's recitation 

of Kaddish—a highly personal and dark reflection on his mother's death and his 

estrangem ent from his Judaism. The venue is that of the Mah Jong tournam ent and 

comprised of matronly Jewish women. The crowd is impatient in the face of Bob 

Neuwirth's poetry recitation ('Is this phony?’], causing him to respond in kind 

(‘Why don't you listen enough to find out asshole!'], to the rapt, near opiate 

condition of the audience in attendance for the film's final scene depicting singer 

Hal Frazier crooning a showband version of the Bee Gee’s song 'In the Morning'. 

The performers are also indicative of Dylan’s interest in infinite perm utations of 

the same base elem ents—the bellicose street preacher who reacts violently to the 

accusation of 'child molester’, to the engaging and warm Mama Frasca and her 

appreciative, participatory audience. The performers are linked together by their 

delivery also. Carter’s gospel inflected rhetoric and vocabulary shares an 

unspoken dialogue with the Wall Street preacher, while the camera angles retain a 

consistency of style in depicting the elevated position of the performer. In one 

prominent instance the portrayal of multiple aspects of an elemental figure/role 

can be found on the film's soundtrack, where Beat poet Anne Waldman is heard 

reading her poem 'Fast Speaking Woman', where varieties of the same 

fundamental 'category' chain together;

I'm the druid woman 
I’m the Ibo woman 
I’m the Yoruba woman 
I’m a Buda woman 
I’m the vibrato woman

Anne Waldman has described the impetus to write the striking, chant-like poem, 

whose personal performance of which is worked into the film:

As I began to write ‘Fast Speaking Woman,’ I had in my head that I would 
do a list-chant telling all the kinds of women there are to be, interweaving
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personal details [...] w ith all the energetic adjectives 1 could conjure up to 
make the chant speak o f /to /fo r  E v e r y w o m a n . ^ ^

This process described here by W aldman has particular resonance w ith w hat 

Dylan achieved with Renaldo and Clara regarding the archetypical trea tm en t of the 

perfo rm er/spec ta to r dichotomy, and m ore obviously the film’s female stars.

The often-discussed issue of the film's female players has led to the 

suggestion tha t it is easier to see all the film’s w om en as Dylan’s then-w ife Sara, 

while all the males are essentially D y l a n . The female roles are conflated, w ith 

‘Clara’ played by Sara, who also plays the partner of 'Rodeo’ (Sam Shepard], while 

joan Baez, who am ongst her many o ther guises plays the ‘W oman in W hite’, who is 

som etim es played by Sara, while ‘Sara’ is played by Ronee Blakely. In the light of 

such interchangeable roles, the actress becom es m ore visible than the character. 

This is exemplified in the scenes w ith Bob Dylan, Sara and Joan Baez, w hose 

resonances with the biographical people override the in te rest in the fictional 

aspects of the scene.

The m ost salient of these occurs in the la tter half of the film, w here Dylan, 

Baez and Sara share a long scene together in an intim ate bed-sit surrounding. 

While Joan Baez is dressed as the ‘W oman in W hite’, and Sara has referred  to her 

and Dylan as ‘Renaldo’ and ‘Clara’, the autobiographical connotations are 

im possible to ignore. Dylan in his retention of these determ inedly voyeuristic 

scenes m anages to use them  as a furtherance of his preoccupation w ith conveying 

a multiplicity of perspectives and contextual identity. By a judicious use of songs 

and perform ance footage, he allows the presence of Joan Baez in particular 

(herself or the ‘W oman in W hite’) to jostle betw een rhetoric and reality.

In this extended scene, Dylan-as-editor intercuts w ith Revue perform ances 

and overlaid soundtrack choices tha t provide a m ultitude of different sides to the 

sam e scene. Firstly, we see the W oman in White, as played by Sara, carrying a rose, 

traveling by horse-and-carriage. We then see Baez as the W oman in White 

entering a house, ascending the stairs, carrying the rose. She encounters

Anne Waldman, Fast Speaking Woman: Chants and Essays, new  expanded edn (San Francisco: 
City Lights Books, 1996), 35.

Lee, Films, 101; Janet Maslin, ‘Renaldo and Clara, Film by Bob Dylan: Rolling Thunder’ 
fhttp: / /m ovies.nvtim es.com /m ovie/review?res=9AQ3EFD71330E631A25755C2A9679C946990D  
6CF. 14 February 2013).
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Dylan/Renaldo and Sara/Clara upstairs. Baez asks ‘Who is she?' and there is a cut 

to Dylan performing with the Revue, in the middle of his song 'Sara', entering on 

the line 'Sweet virgin angel, sweet love of my life’. This of course is confounding 

roles, as Sara plays 'Clara' in this scene, yet the song infers Dylan's wife.

Dylan likewise interjects a fragment here that undermines and satirizes the 

idea of the 'real' Bob Dylan by revisiting a scene featuring a fur-clad announcer 

interviewing Ronnie Hawkins, who is pretending to be Bob Dylan. In this scene— 

one born of actual circumstances as the interviewer was genuinely in the dark as 

to who she talking to—actress Ronee Blakely appears and introduces herself as 

'Mrs. Dylan' to the announcer and the crowd. The inclusion of this fragment seems 

to infer that identity is in the eye of the beholder, and that a name or persona is 

essentially fluid and transferable, depending on the circumstance. Dylan 

addressed this peculiar third-person entity of'Bob Dylan' in the film by explaining 

that he did not see a real 'Bob Dylan' in the movie at all, rather: 'The persona of 

Bob Dylan is in the movie so we could get rid of it. There should no longer be any 

mystery as to who or what he is [...]; there's even someone else claiming to be him, 

so he's covered'.^'^

Baez watches as Dylan/Renaldo and Sara/Clara embrace on the bed. Over 

the soundtrack, we hear Dylan and Baez duetting on the traditional ballad 'The 

Water Is Wide'. At first Sara does not believe Baez knows 'Renaldo', but then Baez 

reads a letter 'Renaldo' wrote to her arranging a tryst. Over this scene, with its 

clear sense of betrayal, the lyrics of 'The W ater is Wide’ blanket their dialogue, so 

we hear two of the scene’s perform ers evoking their lost love:

Oh love is gentle, love is kind 
Gay as a jewel when first it's new 
But love grows old and waxes cold 
And fades away like some morning dew

This scene of Dylan-Sara-Baez continues, intercut with other perspectives and 

contexts, each one revealing of a new side to the surrounding vignettes. The 

intercutting between this bedroom scene and others is finally drawn to a close 

with a live Rolling Thunder performance of 'Tangled Up in Blue’. This song is an 

ideal musical summation of the preceding prism-like treatm ent of the roles these

8"̂ Rosenbaum, 'March 1978’, 219.
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women play and their relationship with the protagonist, both real and fictional 

(please see preceding section on 'Cinema in Dylan' for the significance of 'Tangled 

Up in Blue'].

The film's prismatic qualities are most obviously referenced by how 

frequently the actors are filmed in front of mirrors. A scene with guitarist Steve 

Soles talking to bassist Rob Stoner is filmed in a dressing room mirror, the very 

apt line being delivered by Soles: 'We don’t tend to reveal too much'. In a 

subsequent scene, Soles, playing a character named Ramon, is acting as Ronee 

Blakely's ('Mrs. Dylan' it transpires later) boyfriend. Ramon is anxious to leave, to 

get ready to perform. She insists they stay until he admits what's troubling him. 

She confesses her infidelity tow ards him, most of which is filmed in the reflections 

of the apartm ent mirrors. This scene is echoed later on when Sara/Clara confronts 

Dylan/Renaldo in their apartment, only the scene is in reverse; he is the one who 

has been unfaithful, and his partner is conciliatory. Again this takes place in front 

of a mirror. (In Shoot the Piano Player, a scene with Edouard at the m irror may be 

the inspiration for this configuration.]

The refractions are more than symbolic, however, and several scenes 

'mirror' each other in form and substance, creating contrasts, re-imaginings and 

repositions of the same base elements. A recurren t subplot (or more accurately, a 

collection of related scenes] is the propositioning of a woman to join a man on the 

road. This plays out in a num ber of times, among them an early scene in a 

restaurant featuring Sara and Helena Kallianiotes, w here Helena is negotiating a 

'ride' to Vermont with a suspicious trucker. The scene is layered with sexual 

undertones, and with the woman's reticence. In a scene tha t soon follows, Ronnie 

Hawkins (as 'Bob Dylan'] is propositioning a young brunette  to join him on tour. 

He is frank, telling her, 'You'll come back a much wiser young lady.' She is hesitant; 

she wishes to stay on the farm and wants to ask her father for permission.®^ This 

scene also starts off with their reflection in the mirror. One of the film's closing 

scenes has a synchronicity with the earlier res tauran t scene with Helena. Here, 

Dylan and Bob Neuwirth are in a train-station rest room, emerging to meet a

This echoes back to the Dylan song ‘Motorpsycho Nightmare’, found on Another Side o f  Bob Dylan 
( 1964).
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woman (Helena]. When they are buying their tickets, Neuwirth asks her if she 

wants to go with them, ‘mirroring’ the trucker’s overtures.

Several other aspects of male/female partnerships are dealt with 

throughout the film, namely the balancing of a relationship with the perform er’s 

work, which recurs in near innumerable instances across the lyrics, imagery and 

editing. Shoot the Piano Player likewise depicts scenes of discord between the 

protagonist Edouard and his wife, stemming from similar tensions between the 

perform er’s personal and private life. The attention desired by the artist is not 

forthcoming from his wife, who finds his absorption in his work and his need for 

reassurance tedious. The emotional current running through the scenes is that of 

the artist’s frustrations with the impositions placed on him by his partner, who he 

feels does not relate to his art. This preoccupation was also articulated by Dylan 

regarding his newfound aesthetic practices. As he elaborated in a contemporary 

interview, his preoccupations were not conducive to a harmonious long-term 

relationship. In discussing Raeben’s teachings, he alluded to the resultant marital 

strain in a 1978 interview:

It changed me. 1 went home after that and my wife never did understand 
me ever since that day. That’s when our marriage started breaking up. She 
never knew what I was talking about, what I was thinking about. And I 
couldn’t possibly explain it.^^

This is reflected in scenes in Renaldo and Clara, where the ‘Gene Vincent’ figure 

[played Rob Stoner] has a conflicted relationship with the ‘Girlfriend’ (Ruth 

Tyrangiel], who tries to wean him off the musician’s lifestyle.

A theme shared by both films is the imposition of the past on the present. In 

regards to the film’s investigation of the power of the past, characters are also 

defined by, and attracted to, their old ways; in the denouement of Shoot the Piano 

Player, the ex-star pianist Edouard finds himself back in his family’s home, having 

to hide after a m urder with his criminal brothers, neither of which expresses 

surprise at his behaviour. Edouard is resigned—he speculates that craziness runs 

in his family. The past likewise impinges on performers throughout Renaldo and 

Clara. Early in the film, David Blue speaks about Dylan's history in Greenwich

Bert Cartwright, 'The Mysterious Norman Raeben,’ in Wanted Man: In Search of Bob Dylan, 93-98  
(94).
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Village. The presence of Ramblin’ Jack Elliot, Joan Baez, Roger McGuinn all 

sim ilarly conjure up prior stages in Dylan's life, specifically the early and mid- 

1960s. Dylan retu rned  to the idea of escaping from the past tim e and again in his 

discussions w ith Ginsberg, explaining his view tha t 'Renaldo w ants to be free from 

his unforgettable past',^^ and that:

Renaldo is trying to transcend himself, through the past and the present. 
He's trying to make it into the future, bu t he can 't do tha t unless he leaves 
the unim aginable past behind.^®

E douard’s wife Therese is haunted by her past; she reflects tha t ‘W hat you did 

yesterday  stays w ith you today.' A shared depiction of w om en suffuses both film, 

w ith females depicted in a M adonna/w hore dichotomy, who can function as the 

m an's saviour or as an im pedim ent to his self-growth. The suggested diam etrical 

natu re of w om en features highly in Shoot the Piano Player. The protagonist’s wife 

hastily com mits suicide, condem ning herself as a 'd irty  rag' after an infidelity. 

Edouard's em ployer is driven to attem pt m urder w hen a wom an he idealised 

behaves in a m anner tha t contrasts so heavily w ith his preconception of her. 

Renaldo and Clara is im bued with such anxieties; Joan Baez's 'W oman in W hite' 

character is understood by Dylan to have deathly consequences for Renaldo:

It's the ghost of Death [...]. The W oman in W hite first appears at the end of 
the first half, after Renaldo restates his point th a t ‘It ain’t me, it ain’t  me 
babe.’ That's w hen the god forces bring in the big cannon—The Supreme 
Ego, W hite Death—and try  to make him fixate on that.^^

The objectification did not escape Joan Baez’s attention. As she stated  in her 

autobiography: ‘Naturally, I was playing a Mexican w hore—the Rolling Thunder 

w om en all played w hores.’̂ ° Dylan did, however, se t aside the roles of certain 

actresses to em body the M adonna side of the dichotomy. The ‘Girlfriend' figure 

w as considered by Dylan a figure of purity:

The one pure figure in the movie is the girlfriend. She's the figure of real 
Truth in the movie. She changes, in the movie, from Innocence to Beauty.

Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 125. 
Ginsberg, ‘Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 130-31 . 
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 126-127 . 

0̂ Heylin, Behind the Shades, 425.
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She’s actually the one person in the movie thinking more of Renaldo than of 
herself.^i

As Lee has suggested, the female characters in Renaldo and Clara are: 'one

dimensional and curiously archetypical. There is little depth for Baez, Sara or any 

of the others to build on'.^^ Dylan appeared to conceive of most of the film's 

characters as purely representation, regardless of gender. Renaldo and Clara can 

then be seen as a link in a process of Dylan increasingly rarefying his characters 

into something purely representational and symbolic—almost as if their function 

has been distilled to their essence. Again, looking to Dylan's conversations with 

Allen Ginsberg, Dylan saw Baez's Woman in White as 'The Supreme Ego, White 

Death', while numerous other figures such as Neuwirth's 'Masked Tortilla’ and 

Rubin Carter are seen in representational terms. Dylan prescribed the performers 

respectively as 'a modern day Robin Hood’ and 'the Certainty of common sense. 

[...] A philosopher in chains’.̂ ^

4.5 Conclusion and Masked and Anonymous

Throughout the film Dylan’s interest seems to be in depicting correlations 

between all levels of his filmed material. This has the effect of elevating the 

symbolic value of each recurring element. The retention of 'types’, such as the 

perform er and the spectator ultimately pushes these figures into 'Perform er’ and 

'Spectator', that is, archetypes. By downplaying their individuality at the expense 

of their collective quality, a sense of rarefied, fated eminence is conferred on them, 

as well as a sense of permanency. This may be suggestive of the ongoing influence 

of Robert Graves. His book on archetypes and myth The White Goddess was noted 

as an influence by Dylan in his 2004 memoir,^^ and Dylan's interest in the author 

has been attested to by other s o u r c e s .The White Goddess probably had a bearing 

too on the 'Woman in White' figure in Renaldo and Clara (along with the allusions

Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 131.
Lee, Films, 101.
Ginsberg, 'Bob Dylan Interviewed,’ 127; 131 -132 .
Bob Dylan, Chronicles: Volume One (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2004), 45.
See Richard David W issolik and Scott McGrath, Bob Dylan’s Words: A Critical Dictionary and  

Commentary (N/A: Eadmer, 1994); Antony Scaduto, Bob Dylan: A Biography (London: Helter 
Skelter, 2007); Gray, Encyclopedia, 276 -7 7 .
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to the apocalypse—another longstanding theme of D y la n 's ] .R o b e r t  Graves’ 

concepts had originally figured m ore prominently in the film, with Mel Howard 

commenting during filming that Sara Dylan had been sympathetic to the author's 

ideas on the muse.^'^ According to Howard too, a subplot had been excised from 

the final cut, one scene of which had Sara portraying a ‘witch goddess creature' 

who goads Dylan into constant a c t io n .A c c o rd in g  to Ginsberg, one of the scenes 

removed from the final cut featured Sara as the 'Mother Goddess’.^̂

The film arguably creates a singular world of its own, habitable in the sense 

that it possesses its own rules of association and its own internal dynamics, using 

raw recorded material (or the impressions derived from that raw  material] to 

create an unclassifiable whole. Dylan, from this perceptive, has given the viewer a 

huge expanse to engage with in Renaldo and Clara. When analysing it on painterly 

terms, as Dylan and Ginsberg have framed it themselves, the application of film 

studies discourse is perhaps to submit the film to criteria it does not aspire to 

meet. A focus on the film's sequential linearity is feasible, although it should be 

pointed out that this can alter the film's meaning in its totality. A comparable 

presentation in art might be one of the expansive pieces by Pieter Bruegel the 

Elder, or Hieronymus Bosch. If one takes Bruegel's The Procession to Calvary for 

instance, the painting is there to be absorbed as a whole. If one zooms in on any of 

its details, the meaning of the work is changed, as it stresses the effect of a lone 

part isolated from the whole. The happenings a t Golgotha, while linked by time 

and space, do not inform the detail of, say, the cart with the two thieves located at 

the centre right; rather, it is all taking place simultaneously, with no one section 

representative of an 'evolution' from another.

The dilemma has been explicated by ar t  and cultural critic John Berger, 

who highlights the impasse faced by filmmakers' appropriation of a r t  (or in 

Dylan's case, the aspiration to the effect of a painting]:

A film unfolds in time and a painting does not. In a film the way one image 
follows another, their succession, constructs an argum ent which becomes 
irreversible. In a painting all its elements are there to be seen

Gray, Encyclopedia, 276 -77 .
Heylin, Behind the Shades, 462.
Heylin, Behind the Shades, 463.
Heylin, Behind the Shades, 462.
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simultaneously. The spectator may need time to examine each element of 
the painting but whenever he reaches a conclusion, the simultaneity of the 
whole painting is there to reverse or qualify his conclusion. The painting 
maintains its own authority.i'’*’

The obvious disadvantage to Dylan’s technique is the film has to be viewed in 

linear time without the spectator being able to exercise their own volition as to 

how it is consumed. Renaldo and Clara in this way resists an individual's 

intervention. A cubist painting, or one by Cezanne, can be 'consumed' or 

experienced in an instant and for a time period determined by the viewer. For the 

cubist aspirations of this film to take effect, one needs, paradoxically, time. It is in 

this respect that the film’s fractious nature can be put together, in a way that owes 

to the subjectivity and selectivity of one’s memory. This is one way of framing 

Dylan's cryptic description of the film as ‘the film you haven’t dream t yet’. This 

blurb might simply be a quirky oxymoron designed to pique one’s interest, yet if 

one is to assess the film on painterly terms, the film needs to be seen first to get 

the 'whole picture’, then remembered as a whole, without being locked into linear 

time. Like the aforementioned paintings, mini-narratives are littered throughout 

the piece, and contribute to the overall narrative universe, that exists as a totality.

The film remains a perplexing and ambitious piece, whose artistry seems in 

constant conflict with its haphazard production. As Lee has pointed out:

At a point when Dylan's song writing was strongly rooted in narrative 
structure, the visual elements of the film seem to be harking back to the 
mid-Sixties’ surrealist imagery that peaked with Highway 61 Revisited and 
Blonde on Blonde. His work in collaboration with Jacques Levy is [...] 
cinematic in its style, sweep and scope and yet the random scattergun 
approach of Dylan’s filmic vision flies in complete opposition to the 
structured order of reality he is now imposing on his song writing. Perhaps 
Dylan failed to appreciate the differences between song-writing and 
recording and filmmaking. The lessons that he had learnt over long years in 
the studio, fast improvisational changes, completing lyrics on the spot, etc, 
couldn’t be applied in front of cash-devouring cameras.^oi

Dylan would eventually attem pt a much more ordered, tightly budgeted film in the 

guise of Masked and Anonymous. While this film is a prodigious area of study itself.

John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin, 2008), 19. 
Lee, Films, 106.



169

the following look at the film will entail a brief overview of its links to Renaldo and  

Clara, and broach the issue of Dylan’s cinematic depictions.

The film arrived at a prestigious m om ent for Bob Dylan, at a point of 

artistic renaissance and fecundity. This was fuelled by a new writing methodology 

that was entrenched in textual allusion and appropriation. Coinciding 

approximately with Dylan's "Love and Theft" album  released in 2001, Masked and  

Anonymous shares numerous thematic threads and imagery. As director Larry 

Charles has explained in an interview, 'A lot of lines that didn't wind up in Masked 

and Anonymous wound up in "Love and Theft", and vice versa.'^^^ The writing 

process itself took a similar form to concurrent song composition, with Charles 

helping to compile disparate units of text that Dylan had a c c u m u l a t e d . ^ ^ ^  Larry 

Charles has been open in connecting the methodology of "Love and Theft" w ith  that 

of Masked and Anonymous:

I think this is part of that same period in his work, which is the 
juxtaposition of the old, and the quaint and the old fashioned with the post
modern. He's trying to really juxtapose those forms and see what 
happens.10'̂

This juxtapositional impetus in Dylan's later work, as looked at previously in

Chapter Two, will be revisited in Chapter Seven.

Masked and Anonymous has a number of traits carried over from Renaldo 

and Clara. The image of the mirror and use of reflections, for instance, was raised

with Larry Charles in an interview with Trev Gibb:

TG: When he's shaving at the m irror in the trailer and Jeff Bridges comes in, 
I think tha t harks back to Renaldo and Clara in one sense w here Renaldo is 
looking in the mirror. Very similar.
LC: Yes, yes, absolutely. And then Jeff is looking in that m irror also and 
they're both looking back at each other and reflecting on each other, almost 
like alter-egos.i**^

Dreams are a recurring topic again, and are in terspersed throughout the dialogue 

by numerous characters, while film noir continues to shape Dylan’s aesthetic—Key

102 j r e v  Gibb, ‘Riffing w ith Larry Charles,’ Bob Dylan: A nthology Volume 2, 2 0  Years o f  ISIS, D erek  
Barker [ed) (Surrey: Chrome Dreams, 2 0 0 5 ) 3 2 4 -3 3 7  (331 ).

Heylin, B ehind the Shades, 760.
Gibb, ‘Riffing w ith  Larry Charles,’ 331.

105 Gibb, ‘Riffing w ith  Larry Charles,’ 336.
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Largo (1948) being mentioned by Charles an i n f l u e n c e . T h e  use of music, 

meanwhile, has a comparable quality with that of Renaldo and Clara. Charles had 

intended to juxtapose music, or 'put music up against the picture that just felt 

right, even if it wasn’t literally relating to the content of what we were 

watching'.i'’̂  Similarly, Renaldo and Clara also seems to rely on the serendipitous 

reactions between songs and images. Song choices that ostensibly have no lyrical 

connection to the visuals are often seen to possess a tonal or emotional 

commonality.

While the intersections between Masked and Anonymous and Dylan's late- 

career exploration of montage are pertinent to the subject m atter of this thesis, I 

would like to transition gradually away from Dylan's representations of himself, 

and lay a small amount of ground work for the depiction of the artist by others in 

cinema. The salient point to make here is how divergent Dylan’s visualisation of 

himself is from that of the majority of other filmmakers. This is most pronounced 

in how Dylan presents himself as a live music performer. While the amount of 

editorial control he exerted over the finished film is unclear (Dylan expressed 

dismay at the Sundance Film Festival that many scenes he favoured were taken 

out],^'’̂  the artist had very definite ideas about how his performances should be 

shot. According to director Charles:

Bob had some very specific ideas about how he thought music should look 
and w hat’s gone wrong with music on film and why he has felt he had never 
actually been well represented performing on film. And we went back and 
looked at some things we both liked a lot. Like old Johnny Cash shows, and 
even Ed Sullivan and The Grand Old Opry shows with Hank Williams, and 
we found they basically used one camera [...]. There was an intimacy 
created between the musician and the home audience. And we really 
responded to that. Nowadays people are afraid to stay on that one shot— 
and we cut and we cut, and this kind of MTV style—and we made a 
conscious decision to go back to this more pure version of presenting the 
music

In Dylan’s first performance on-stage in the movie, this single-shot ethos is played 

out (see fig. 2). Director Charles in this instance uses a wide angle lens, slightly

Gibb, ‘Riffing with Larry Charles,’ 332.
Larry Charles, ‘Audio Commentary,’ Masked and Anonymous, directed by Larry Charles 

[Hollywood, California: Sony Pictures Classics, 2004), DVD, 00:25:56.
108 Heylin, Behind the Shades, 768.
109 Gibb, 'Riffing with Larry Charles,’ 326.
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above the eye line.i^'^ The choice of lens magnifies Dylan at the centre of the frame, 

and owing to the shallow er depth of field, the background and sides of the frame 

are  less in-focus, draw ing the eye to the perform er at the centre. Other 

perform ances use m ore elaborate cam era se t ups, w here the cam era zooms on 

band m em bers and instrum ents, yet still conducted w ith a single, unbroken shot.

These shots, which include Dylan's band, are indicative of the different 

approach taken by Dylan to his own filming. His inclusion of band m em bers is in 

m arked con trast to a num ber of filmic depictions, w here he often poised as a 

solitary, even isolated figure.

Figure 2; Dylan performs ‘Down in the Flood’ in Masked and Anonymous.

Notably different also is the way in which Charles lights the scene. Far rem oved 

from the harsh, h igh-contrast cinem atography often em ployed in evocations of the 

perform er, the d irecto r uses a softer, m ore diffuse lighting scheme. Coupled with 

this is a m ore rustic colour palette, and an even use of earth  tones in the 

foreground and background. Dylan, w hile central to the frame, is m ore connected 

to his bandm ates by virtue of this uniform ity, while the held-shots tha t zoom on 

the various facets of the perform ance, from the band m em bers’ faces, to close-ups

Charles, ‘Audio Commentary,’ 00:35:32.



172

on their instrumental playing and their feet keeping time, all call attention to their 

interplay as a group, and their accessibility (see fig. 3].

This subject of Dylan’s cinematic depictions will be revisited in earnest in 

Chapter Six and Seven, where the contrasts with this film’s methods will become 

apparent. To close this section on Renaldo and Clara and Masked and Anonymous, 

it will be instructive to look outside Dylan’s oeuvre for a moment, and attem pt to 

situate these films within a broader spectrum of analogous work.

Figure 3: Dylan locates himself among other musicians in Masked and Anonymous.

Interestingly, the most notable descendent of Renaldo and Clara is not 

Dylan’s own Masked and Anonymous, rather a film produced in 2006: David 

Lynch’s Inland Empire. This film has a similar fractal quality of circling a subject 

from different perspectives, while blurring the lines between different layers of 

fiction. Inland Empire also has an analogous phantasmagoric quality to Renaldo 

and Clara, and shares a common upending of linear time. Early in the film, 

protagonist Nikki [Laura Dern) is visited by an old woman who comments on the 

confusion of time, claiming that were this tomorrow, Nikki would be sitting on a 

couch adjacent to them. Both films are littered with textual allusions, both to other 

scenes in the film, and to ‘scenes’ from the past. While Renaldo and Clara is 

indebted to Dylan’s history and song-writing philosophy, Inland Empire feeds off 

the director’s prior work, referring to both Lynch’s Blue Velvet (1986] and Twin
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Peaks [1990). Both Renaldo and Clara and Inland Empire reject linear causality; 

dialogue topics, symbols and actors are reused, linking back and forth to one 

ano ther in a tapestry  of sound and visuals. Both films did not use a finished scrip t 

during shooting—Lynch preferring to w rite scenes the day of the shoot and tru s t it 

all to c o n n e c t.^  As a m eans for contextualising Dylan’s achievem ent, Inland 

Empire provides a fascinating correlative to Dylan’s 1978 film, and cannot be done 

justice here. Yet it is necessary to briefly point out tha t separating Inland Empire 

from Renaldo and Clara is Lynch’s control of the mise-en-scene. His understanding  

of the codes of narrative and story  allows the d irector to stage events tha t invoke 

expectations in the viewer, so tha t their deconstruction becom es a subject in itse lf 

Dylan's reluctance to shape the actual filming has m.eant tha t the lion’s share of 

conscious artistry  lies in the post-production process, thereby necessitating the 

im position of a narrative shape ex post facto. This does not negate Dylan’s 

achievem ent and is merely to distinguish Dylan’s com m itm ent to an unadorned, 

naturalistic filming style from Lynch’s on-set stylisation. Inland Empire is also 

m ore strictly 'fictional’ than Dylan’s film. In Lynch's opus, it is not implied tha t 

actress Laura Dern is ever playing ‘herself, ra th e r she always appears to be 

playing one of two roles native to the diegesis (Nikki Grace or Sue Blue).

W here Dylan's w ork distinguishes itself is in the reliance on the lived-in 

history of the actual perform ers, creating a perpetual am biguity as to who anyone 

is ‘playing’, if at all. This style blurs the dividing lines betw een perform ance and 

docum entary, bu t also the view er’s relationship to the diegesis. A voyeuristic 

dram atic irony is pu t in place, suggesting the veracity of the perform ers ' 

relationships to each other, under a (very) thin veil of fiction. Paul Williams 

touches on this in reference to Sara Dylan’s scene w ith Sam Shepard:

W e're getting to eavesdrop on these tw o as they pre tend  to be pretending,
while all the while we know and the explicitly p resen t d irector knows tha t
in fact this is real.^^^

m  Chris Attwood and Robert Roth, 'A Dog’s Trip to the Chocolate Shop— David Lynch’ 
fhttp://www.healthvwealthvnwise.com /article.aspx?author=Chris% 20Attwood% 20and% 20Robe 
rt%20Roth&titIe=A%20Dog%92s%20Trip%2Qto%20the%20Chocolate%20Shop%20- 
% 20David% 20Lvnch&Article=3062.17 January 2013).
112 Williams, Performing Artist 1 9 7 4 -1 9 8 6 ,101.



174

That the audience can feel aware of the 'reality' behind the facade of performance 

is w hat makes Dylan’s methodology so striking; the viewers’ sense of the actors, 

who 'pretend to be pretending’, lends a poignancy to the artifice of the 

construction. The use as raw material of the actors’ lives (Dylan’s included] 

provides an arresting level of meta-diegetic integrity, extending beyond the 

bounds of the fictional space and into biographical territory. A paradoxical level of 

'truth ' stems from this; in hiding, the perform ers reveal more than could be 

achieved in a self-conscious expose. In this way, it feeds into and encapsulates the 

paradox at the heart of much of Dylan's material, in that dissemblance reveals 

more than candour.

These ideas will be explored further in the next chapter, where Dylan's 

post-Renaldo and Clara cinematic ventures will be analysed.
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Chapter Five 

Dylan in Cinema, Part One

5.1 Overview

This brief chapter provides an overview of Dylan’s direct cinematic involvements 

other than those explored in the previous chapters. This entails a look at the 

perform er's more peripheral contributions in the guise of a soundtrack material or 

as an on-screen presence. While Dylan in the cases outlined below did not direct, 

write or edit the material, numerous cases involve the artist liaising with the 

director/editor in a collaborative role that impacts the narrative of the finished 

project. Filmmakers who license his material and /o r likeness intersect with this 

canon of texts, and their establishment at this juncture will serve as a means of 

providing comparisons and contrasts with the artist’s use outside of his direct 

influence which will be explored in the next chapter. As Chapter Six will make 

clear, filmmakers can be seen to gravitate towards certain representations of 

Dylan, and pass over other incarnations.

D. A. Pennebaker’s epochal Dylan documentary Dont Look Back is an 

essential text in this context, and will be expounded upon below. While the film 

lacks a ‘story’ element, it nonetheless features many iconographic images that 

have been referenced by a multitude of filmmakers. In the aftermath of Renaldo 

and Clara, Dylan’s filmic ambitions underw ent a hiatus, yet the artist throughout 

the 1980s incrementally showed an interest in reconnecting with cinema. While 

his starring role in 1987’s Hearts o f Fire did not yield a sustained acting career, the 

previous year's film Band o f the Hand did begin a notable trend of Dylan 

contributing original and unreleased material to the films of others. After 

recording the title track for this film, Dylan provided a newly-recorded rendition 

of Curtis Mayfield’s 'People Get Ready’ to Franco Amurri’s Flashback (1990); a 

cover of the 1952 song 'You Belong to Me’ to Oliver Stone's Natural Born Killers 

(1994]; a cover of Johnny Cash’s 'Ring of Fire’ to the romantic comedy Feeling 

Minnesota (1996], as well as granting the use of a 'Shelter From the Storm’ outtake
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to Cameron Crowe's Jerry Maguire (1996). While this material was comprised of 

covers and disused older material,^ the penning of 'Things Have Changed' for 

Curtis Hanson's Wonder Boys (2001] instigated a newfound consistency in 

providing original material to film soundtracks. Perhaps buoyed by his Academy 

Award for the 'Best Original Song' for his contribution to Wor^der Boys, Dylan’s 

'Waiting for You' swiftly appeared in The Divine Secrets o f the Ya Ya Sisterhood 

(2002], followed by "Cross the Green Mountain’ for Gods and Generals (2003], 'Tell 

o r  Bill' for North Country (2005] and 'Huck’s Tune’ for Hanson’s Luc/fy You (2007]. 

Olivier Dahan’s My Own Love Song [2010] meanwhile featured Dylan's most 

extensive soundtrack work since Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid in 1973, providing a 

new song ('Life Is Hard'] but also incidental underscore.

In lieu of a comprehensive examination of each instance, an attem pt will be 

made to illustrate the levels of engagement possible with Dylan in a number of 

specific case studies. It is hoped that this format can convey the depth by which 

filmmakers can exploit both Dylan's music, but also engage with the perform er's 

ever-evolving pop culture status. The films display a range of interconnectivity 

and awareness of the perform er when evoking his image or his music. This often 

takes the form of connecting with the biographical/career standing of the 

perform er at the point the film was produced, or by showing an engagement with 

Dylan-the-artist, via his lyrical content or musical aesthetic. This can take place on 

a relatively superficial level, such as with Band o f the Hand and Hearts o f Fire, or a 

more in-depth and thematically cogent level, as in Divine Secrets. Finally, this can 

occur on a meta-diegetic level, where the perform er and narrative material cohere 

into an expressive whole [^Wonder Boys).

5.2 Dont Look Back

Dont Look Back is key for establishing Dylan in a cinematic setting. Whilst its 

nature as a 'fly-on-the-wall' documentary means the filmmakers' artistic licence in 

conveying their subject is comparatively 'realistic', numerous images and

1 Dylan also provided similar duties in the realm of television. A recording of the Dean Martin 
standard 'Return to Me’ was donated to The Sopranos TV series (199 9 -2 0 0 7 ), a new  version of the 
artist’s 1964 song ‘Chimes of Freedom’ appeared in the television movie The '60s (1999), and a 
version of the Oh Mercy (1989) outtake 'Dignity’ was used in the television series Touched by an 
Angel (199 4 -2 0 0 3 ).



177

iconography displayed here have entered  the visual lexicon in appropriating the 

artist. A famous example is the ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues' vignette th a t opens 

the film, which stresses words, and w ith blase postm odernism , their concurrent 

disposability, as Dylan discards the song's lyrics as they are heard  on the 

soundtrack (see fig. 1). Oft-parodied, it is a crucial part of Dylan’s visual legacy, 

setting  up far-reaching them es of literariness, individualism, and perpetual artistic  

progression. In a symbolic gesture, Allen Ginsberg, who so influenced Dylan's 

aesthetic, can be seen to the far left.

Figure 1: The opening to Dont Look Back.

Other situations and scenarios depicted in Dont Look Back have had a long-term  

im pact on Dylan's associative milieu, such as Dylan's attitude tow ards traditional 

m edia outlets and forums. His disdain for his interrogators, specifically in the form 

of traditional journalistic ou tlets— Time magazine coming under direct scrutiny— 

casts Dylan in an iconoclastic light. The preoccupation of the media to extract 

responses from the a rtis t sets up a binary opposition betw een the individual and 

the tum ult of external forces.
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Figure 2.

In numerous encounters throughout Dont Look Back there is also Dylan's 

general impishness and impudence. His thinly-veiled attitude to the institutions 

and formalities imposed on him is another factor fuelling the film’s tension 

between the alien attitudes and behaviour of Dylan, and the conservatism (and 

occasional obliviousness] of those seeking to verbalise and pin-down his 

philosophies and his appeal. This too sets in place many of the binary oppositions 

between analogous factions found in his future cinematic usages.

In terms of visuals, Dont Look Back is replete with tableaus and lighting 

schemes that have entered long-term visual discourse. Dylan’s lone figure in the 

inky blackness of the theatre, the solemnity with which the concert-goers absorb 

his music, and the chiaroscuro intensity of the black and white footage all accrue 

to a powerful sense of division and individualism (see Fig. 2 & 3]. The harsh, 

interrogative spotlight is an arresting visualisation of the intense scrutiny paid to 

Dylan, while the overhead rim-lighting contributes to the solitariness of his 

performance, distinguishing his silhouette apart from his surroundings. This 

contrast between perform er and audience will be played-out in many cinematic 

instances, and will be explored in the following chapter.
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Dont Look Back has been the m ost visually hegem onic of Dylan's 

appearances in cinema, allowing filmmakers to pass over a num ber of other 

salient uses. M artin Scorsese's docum entary on the Band's final concert in 1978’s 

The Last W altz features Dylan prom inently, yet this striking appearance by the 

perform er has been largely ignored in theatrical appropriations. As Dylan’s other 

major on-screen appearances are looked at elsew here, the next section will 

constitute a look a t Dylan's soundtrack contributions, w ith a view to exploring the 

confluences of Dylan’s ever-evolving musical aesthetic w ith filmic narrative.

Figure 3.

5.3 Soundtrack Contributions: Case Studies

Band o f  the Hand is an American 1986 crime film produced by Michael Mann. In an 

a ttem pt at re-socialization, five juvenile criminals are dropped into the Everglades 

for a survival training course under the auspices of Native American Vietnam 

veteran Joe Tegra (Steven Lang]. When this is successful, they move back to Miami, 

and in attem pting to renovate a dilapidated drug den, run afoul of a local drug 

lord, leading to a violent confrontation.

The title track is w ritten  by Dylan, and w hile it appeared  on the soundtrack 

LP and as a single, it has yet to be collected in a retrospective com pilation or
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anthology. This is the first time Dylan had specifically recorded a song for a film in 

which he plays no other part. The song plays over the title sequence; at the 

midway point in the narrative, and again for the closing credits. The film’s music is 

exclusively modern, with the entire score and four featured songs composed by 

Rick Shaffer and Bruce Cohen, also known as The Reds. While Band o f the Hand is 

not directed by Michael Mann, the use of music is very much of a piece with his 

current work on Miami Vice [in production since 1984] and Manhunter (1986], 

which overlapped with his production of Band o f the Hand.

Mann had wanted The Reds to score Band o f the Hand,^ with their ambient, 

synthesizer based and reverb-heavy production having a 'New Wave' sound that 

works with the extant songs employed [1980s chart hits such as 'Let’s Go Crazy' 

by Prince and Mister Mister’s 'Broken Wings'). According to Rick Shaffer, the use 

of Dylan was a deliberate attem pt by Mann to evoke a modern-day take on the 

1960s sound;

It was Michael Mann who had the idea of asking Bob Dylan to write a song 
for Band o f the Hand. The Band o f the Hand music concept was a 'neo
sixties' sound and feel, and the song was to reflect Dylan’s Blonde On Blonde 
/  Highway 61 period.^

The film is notable for its use of Dylan in the context of contemporary songs and 

musical styles. The resultant song and Mann’s incorporation of it into a punky, 

adolescent-focused narrative in some ways trades on Dylan’s 'protest' credentials, 

positioning him as a voice of discontent and proselytizer against social ills. The 

song itself is strident, R&B-based rock, evocative of his mid-1960s 'electric trilogy', 

with the addition of gospel-inspired backup singers. Lyrically, the song finds Dylan 

connecting with the film’s protagonists, and railing against racial tension, drug 

culture and the wealth divide, all of which dovetail with the film’s themes. The 

instrumentation and production style is notably different from the other songs 

and score used. Dylan’s backing band is The Heartbreakers, while Tom Petty

2 RaphaS Tchelebi, 'Manhunter: An Interview with Rick Shaffer’
rhttp://w w w .theredsm usic.com /m anhunter/rickshafferinterview .htm l. 28 May 2013).
3 Rick Shaffer, e-mail to the author, 27 May 2013.
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produced the impromptu session that yielded that finished t r a c k .P e t ty 's  band, 

known for a Byrds-derived guitar sound and for espousing a nascent musical 

genre of 'heartland' rock,^ eschew synthesisers and retain an organ sound 

reminiscent of A1 Kooper (featured on Dylan's ‘Like a Rolling Stone' and other 

electric-era songs]. These factors contribute to the evocation of the 60s in the 

instrumentation, while the female backing singers augm ent Dylan's vocals in a 

soul/gospel mode. While sounding somewhat incongruous, Dylan's lyrics match 

the sentiments of the principle characters, nodding specifically to Steven Lang's 

role as a Vietnam veteran in the verse:

For all of my brothers from Vietnam 
And my uncles from World War II 
I've got to say that it’s countdown time now 
We're gonna do w hat the law should do

As a mixture of song and narrative, Dylan's title track does capture the 

brashness of the youths and a certain bravado and righteous indignation while 

addressing the film's themes of social injustice. As a successful integration of Dylan 

into the filmic world, however, it remains anomalous within the surrounding 

narrative. Dylan and Petty's production sounds contrasts with the synth-based 

New Wave style present elsewhere, inadvertently making Dylan's voice and 

aesthetic appear outmoded. The female backing vocalists, evoking the gospel 

tradition and implicated in the religiosity of the song also clash with the secularity 

and urban-realism depicted. The querulous lyrics, again while thematically 

relevant, conflict with the juvenilia of the leads by sounding aged and 

disconnected to their narrative arc (which sees them emerge from their jadedness 

and social hostility to accepting team fealty and loyalty]. Dylan's integration into 

the 80s pop and rock scene would be attem pted again in Hearts o f  Fire.

This 1987 film directed by Richard Marquand saw Dylan take on his first 

fully-fledged acting role since Renaldo and Clara. Dylan's part is that of an over- 

the-hill rock star, who offers a guiding hand to an up-and-coming singer Molly

Olof Bjdrner, 'Still On The Road: 1986 True Confessions Tour, Part One: Down Under’ 
fhttp://w w w .biorner.com /DSN 07660% 20-
% 201986% 20Down% 20Under% 20Tour.htm#DSN07690. 26 May 2013).
® This subgenre is founded on a relatively sparse rock ensem ble, and comparatively simple song  
structures. Lyrical concerns are often based around American working-class themes, and display a 
degree of social engagement, while retaining a pop song appeal.
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McGuire, played by Fiona Flanagan. Dylan was enlisted to provide six songs for the 

soundtrack,^ eventually providing two originals, supplemented by two cover 

versions. For the movie, Dylan offered his own ‘Had A Dream About You Baby' and 

‘Night after Night', a cover of John Hiatt's ‘The Usual’, and a cover of Shel 

Silverstein’s 'A Couple More Years'. The soundtrack album would be filled out by 

the other perform ers' material, and was quickly deleted from Dylan's catalogue. 

Hearts o f Fire, owing to the lack of a widespread theatrical distribution in the U.S.,  ̂

and largely unfavourable reviews, has made little long-term impact on visual 

representations of Dylan. However much Hearts o f Fire failed to capitalise on the 

autobiographical tension inherent in Dylan's casting as a jaded rock star, director 

Curtis Hanson over a decade later managed just such a feat.

Wonder Boys is a 2000 com edy/dram a film starring Michael Douglas as 

professor Grady Tripp, a novelist who teaches creative writing at a Pittsburgh 

university. He has been unable to finish his second novel. Grady's editor Terry 

Crabtree (Robert Downey, jr.) is anxious to peruse the draft, while Grady strikes 

up a relationship with talented young w riter James Leer [Tobey Maguire) who has 

just completed a more promising manuscript than Grady's long-delayed opus.

Hanson’s soundtrack for the film heavily integrates Dylan as a narrative 

voice, and utilizes a newly-written Dylan song ‘Things Have Changed' as a lynchpin 

of the protagonist's character arc. Wonder Boys forms as effective a vehicle for the 

latter-day Dylan as Pat Garrett and Renaldo and Clara had in their respective 

epochs. Wonder Boys is significant for its confrontation—and cathartic release 

of—the artist failings and decline in pop-culture clout evident in Band o f the Hand 

and Hearts o f Fire.

In compiling the soundtrack Hanson took as his starting point the film's 

central character Grady.^ From this base, Hanson wished to find songs befitting 

the movie's themes. As Hanson explicated in an interview for the home video 

release:

We focused on the singer/songw riters of the late 60s and 70s, whose
poetry is akin to the self-revelatory literary voices of the ‘wonder boys’ in

® Heylin, Still on the Road, 392.
 ̂Vince Farinaccio, Nothing to Turn Off: The Films and Video o f  Bob Dylan (2007), 145.

® Curtis Hanson, ‘S inger/songw riters o f Wonder Boys: Introduction,’ in Wonder Boys, directed by 
Curtis Hanson, (2000; California: Universal, 2001), DVD, 00:00:01.
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the movie. We also felt these poets would have appealed to the young 
Grady—a pot-head intellectual with an appreciation for a well-turned 
phrase.^

The songs were also chosen for how they conveyed common themes in their lyrics; 

according to Hanson, ‘every song reflects the movie’s themes of searching for past 

promise, future success and a sense of purpose.’i° Hanson took a direct hand in 

choosing the appropriate songs, and used them to influence both mood and tone 

during production and at the editing stage (some of the songs were played for the 

actors on the Pittsburgh set to convey the scene's aural te x tu re ) .T h a t  the songs 

were an integral part of the narrative is attested to by Hanson: 'In Wonder Boys, 

the songs are very much a part of the story telling p r o c e s s ’.

Interestingly, Hanson only chooses to foreground a handful of songs at key 

moments. The lyrics work as commentaries, or as first person narratives, for 

Grady. The stream-of-consciousness that the soundtrack represents speaks for 

Douglas’s character at significant junctures in the narrative, sometimes almost 

subliminally on the radio, or other times emerging from a non-diegetic space to 

commentate on the character’s viewpoint. At a point were Grady has dismissed his 

protege James Leer, Neil Young’s 'Old Man’ is heard non-diegetically, with its lyrics 

['Old man take a look at my life. I’m a lot like you were') indicative of a growing 

understanding that James is not unlike Grady’s younger self. The use of the John 

Lennon song 'Watching the Wheels’, integrated into a conversation between Grady 

and his editor, is a reference to Grady’s predicament as to whether he should stay 

out of the limelight or become immersed in the creative process again. Leonard 

Cohen’s 'Waiting For the Miracle’ applies to Grady as well as his desperate editor 

Crabtree, who plays it at considerable volume at a party in Grady’s house.

Adjacent to the film is Hanson’s soundtrack album, designed around the 

film’s themes and connecting a complementary group of disparate, literate 

songwriters into a thematic web. In effect, Hanson’s soundtrack functions as a 

concept album to supplement the themes explored in the film, prefigured as an

 ̂Hanson, ‘Singer/songwriters of Wonder Boys: Introduction,' 00:00:36.
Edna Gundersen, 'Dylan sets the tone for Wonder Boys', 

fh ttp ://w w w .oocities.or^ /h ollvw ood /screen /2199/new s.h tm l. 20 May 2013)
Gundersen, 'Dylan sets the tone for Wonder Boys'.
'First New Bob Dylan Song Of The Century Featured As Main Theme For Paramount Film 

Starring Michael Douglas And Directed By Curtis Hanson’ 
fh ttp ://w w w .oocities.org /hollvw ood /screen /21 9 9 /new s.htm l. 20 May 2013).
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aural way of further understanding the characters, which illuminates the movie 

after the attendant listening experience. Given the director’s stress on the thematic 

importance of the music, many of the soundtrack choices appear fleetingly with 

only snatches of lyrics heard. The released soundtrack record, however, bears out 

his intentions, creating a strong aural complement to the themes of the film. The 

performers and song choices are largely 60s and 70s singer-songwriters, whose 

ostensible heyday is rooted in the past. The actual artists chosen are significant 

also; typically the perform ers featured are under constant scrutiny because of 

their early reputations, which has a clear linkage to Grady's neurosis in the film. 

Some of the tracks directly address the strain of producing consistently viable 

material, particularly Van Morrison's 'Philosopher's Stone’ heard briefly in the film 

[including the apt lyrics ‘And it's a hard road, it’s a hard road daddy-o /  When my 

job is turning lead into gold'], and John Lennon's ‘Watching the Wheels'. Broken 

relationships also feature strongly, with Buffalo Springfield’s ‘A Child’s Claim to 

Fame’ and Tom Rush’s ‘No Regrets' positioned alongside Dylan tracks 'Buckets of 

Rain’ and ‘Shooting Star', all taking pensive looks at relationships gone wrong. 

While applicable to Grady’s marital and emotional difficulties, the conceit of the 

absent female in these last two songs comfortably acts as a m etaphor for the 

absent muse and the concurrent malaise of wistful nostalgia for an older, more 

dynamic past self.

A feature of all the tracks is the suspension between the past and the 

present, and the tentativeness of finding a creative footing in the future. Hanson 

was interested in this quality for his characters, and how they are poised at 

precarious points in their lives. Hanson also visualises this theme in the film, with 

the frequent imagery of bridges: ‘I realized that bridges are the visual theme of the 

movie. Each of the characters is trying to get from here to there’.̂  ̂Appropriately, 

‘Things Have Changed’, with the passage of time, has become a ‘bridging song’ 

itself. Neither mired in the obsessive gloom of Time Out o f Mind or a part of the 

joyous roots musical tapestry of 2001’s "Love and Theft", ‘Things Have Changed’ 

marked a distinctive pivot between the two albums, at once dark and caustic but 

infused with energy and alertness (apt for both Grady and for Dylan].

Sandra P. Angulo, 'Penn Stationed’ rhttp://www.ew.com /ew/article/0..8S026.00.htm l. 20 May 
2013).
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Of particular in te rest is Hanson's usage of four Dylan songs, and the 

persona of Dylan circa the year 2000. While a song m ight reflect the characters’ 

em otional state at a given point, there  is a sense tha t due to his proliferation and 

prom inence on the soundtrack, tha t Dylan is the 'voice' of the Grady character. 

Hanson indeed had Dylan in mind as an ap t musical expression of Grady's taste  

and character.!'^ In tw o cases, the d irector uses Dylan songs to subtly unearth  

Grady's attitudes. W hen Grady encounters the young janitor Traxler, he is listening 

to Dylan's 'Buckets of Rain' on his headphones. We can dimly hear Dylan's last 

verse playing throughout the scene:

Life is sad 
Life is a bust
All ya can do is do w hat you m ust 
You do w hat you m ust do and ya do it well 
I'll do it for you, honey baby 
Can’t you tell?

As Hanson explains, the lyrics refer to Grady's growing love for the (m arried] 

character of Sarah:

The lyrics felt right, given the Pittsburgh w eather, and the reference to ‘life 
is hard, life is a bust’ suits both Traxler and Grady here. Additionally the 
lyrics suggest the yearning Grady feels for Sarah, which we then see as he 
observes her in the greenhouse in the scene th a t follows.^^

Likewise, 'Shooting S tar’ from 1989's Oh Mercy is heard  w hen Grady m eets Traxler 

at the end of the film, when Grady gives up his m arijuana addiction. Hanson again 

was keen to play up the  relevance of the lyrics to the character of Grady:

Obviously, a shooting star is a perfect visual m etaphor for a 'w onder boy'. 
The first two verses of the song echo Grady's contem plation of James and 
then of himself, once again underscoring the sim ilarities betw een the two 
characters.!^

Out of the th ree previously released tracks, the m ost prom inent is Dylan's 'Not 

Dark Yet' from 1997's Time Out o f Mind, w ith its om inous refrain 'It's not dark  yet

I"* Michael Sragow, 'Wonder Boys: L.A. Noir or College Comedy, the Genre Is Real Life’ 
fhttp://w w w .nvtim es.com /library/film /02190Q w onder-film .htm l. 20 May 2013). 

Hanson, 'Singer/songwriters of Wonder Boys: Bob Dylan,’ 00:02:00.
Hanson, 'Singer/songwriters of Wonder Boys: Bob Dylan,’ 00:02:46.
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but it's getting there'. This emphatic statem ent comes at the end of the film's 

second act, where Grady has been read a devastating piece on himself by the 

prodigious James Leer, who has taken the affections and attentions of Grady’s 

editor. The soliloquy-like ballad appears at the centre of Dylan’s artistic 

renaissance Time Out o f Mind, the release date making it Dylan’s most recent 

album in the context of Wonder Boys' production. Dirge-like, and redolent of ennui 

and fatigue, this song is an enunciation of Grady's predicament, as identifiable 

from the first verse:

Shadows are falling and I’ve been here all day 
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

The weary mood o f ‘Not Dark Yet' is designedly integrated into this scene. Hanson 

has been clear in his intent to link the voice on the soundtrack to his lead 

protagonist:

The sequence where Grady returns home with Crabtree and James Leer 
was shot in such a way as to accommodate Dylan’s music. His lyrics reflect 
what Grady is feeling at this emotional low point in the movie.i^

As the song fades out, Grady takes a significant step towards 'making the choices’ 

that the other characters perceive him to be evading. The association of Dylan's 

voice with that of Grady's character is clarified by the choice of this track at this 

juncture. The synergy between Grady and Dylan becomes yet clearer with the 

eventual reprise of the new song 'Things Have Changed', whose vocals, production 

and lyrics represent a retort to the solemnity of ‘Not Dark Yet'.

'Things Have Changed' was Dylan’s first song since the release of ‘Band of 

the Hand’ in 1986 to be newly-written for a film. For this collaboration, director 

Hanson had a working relationship with Dylan during the production of the film, 

as he explained in an interview:

During the time the picture was being shot in Pittsburgh, I learned that Bob 
might be interesting in contributing an original song to the movie. This had

Hanson, 'Singer/songwriters of Wonder Boys: Bob Dylan,’ 00:00:28.
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been a dream  of mine dating back to Dylan’s musical collaboration with 
Sam Peckinpah on Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid.^^

Dylan was invited to Hanson's Santa Monica editing room  and was screened about 

90 m inutes of rough footage.i^ After this screening, Hanson told Dylan the sto ry  

and introduced him to the characters: 'We talked about Grady Tripp and w here he 

was in life, creatively and em otionally’.̂  ̂ According to Hanson, the choice of Dylan 

as contribu tor was influenced by the perform er's personal history and its 

relevance to the film’s them es: 'Who knows m ore about being a w onder boy and 

the trap  it can be, about the expectations and the fear of repeating yourself?'^i

'Things Have Changed' is reserved by the d irector for both the opening and 

the end credits. It is interesting to see how  the song shifts m eaning by this 

bookending strategy, w ith the track’s flinty cynicism changing in the context of the 

conclusion. In the film’s final scene, a sense of progress and fulfilment is conveyed, 

as Grady is now com m itted to Sarah and their new -born child. As he is surrounded 

by window s and light, looking healthy and content a t having found the right 

m atters to prioritize, the cynicism of 'Things Have Changed’ takes on a m ore 

affirmative feel. The chorus ‘People are crazy and times are strange /  I’m locked in 

tight. I'm out of range /  1 used to care, bu t things have changed' suggests an 

abandonm ent of the despondency suffered by Grady throughout the narrative. 

Reprised a t this time, the refrain takes on an alm ost valedictory tone. Taken in the 

context of Grady's personal renew al (the final image of the film is Grady hitting the 

w ord 'Save' on his docum ent), the bouncy rhythm  and strong melodic com ponent 

accentuate the character's optim ism  and resolve. This sense of renew al and 

growing maturity, as represen ted  by Dylan, is a them atic preoccupation of many 

film m akers’ usages of the perform er, and will be explored m ore thoroughly in a 

subsequent chapter.

A nother interesting facet of the relationship betw een Grady and Dylan is 

how much Hanson draw s on Dylan as a historical reference for his protagonist, 

and the degree to which Douglas's character is a Dylan surrogate. Dylan’s history, 

especially in the 80s and 90s has som e parallels w ith Grady's biography and

Hanson, ‘Singer/songwriters of Wonder Boys: Bob Dylan,’ 00:03:50.
Sragow, 'L.A. Noir or College Comedy’.

20 Hanson, 'Singer/songwriters of Wonder Boys: Bob Dylan,’ 00:04:25.
Gundersen, 'Dylan sets the tone for Wonder Boys'.
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eventual redem ption. Struggling to consolidate the critical and com mercial 

m om entum  regained after the release of 1989’s Oh Mercy, Dylan's last album  of 

original m aterial was 1990's Under the Red Sky, after which his 90s ou tpu t 

consisted in the main of two cover albums, and various repackages of old m aterial, 

until the  lauded Time Out o f Mind finally em erged in late 1997, m arking the longest 

gap betw een the release of new -m aterial album s to date. Coming th ree  years after 

the 'comeback' album  Time Out o f Mind, 'Things Have Changed' was highly 

acclaimed and a solidification of Dylan’s resurgence. The extent of Grady's 

redem ption is m irrored  by the real-w orld success of Dylan's song. The synergy 

betw een the two is reinforced by the song’s music video, also directed by Hanson, 

w here Michael Douglas lip-syncs to Dylan’s singing. Footage of Douglas and Dylan 

is edited to suggest the synchronicity of the tw o characters (see fig. 4). The 

vindication of Grady and Dylan w ith 'Things Have Changed' brings both figures 

into a sim ilar o rb it of creative resurgence and trium ph over ennui, w ith the 

poignancy of the final scene and end credits functioning as both diegetic and real- 

w orld indicators of rejuvenation and m aturity.

In sum. Wonder Boys makes effective use of Dylan at the turn  of the century, 

sensitively addressing his ebbing critical and commercial favour and the dearth  of 

consistently strong m aterial from the early 80s onwards. By grafting the latter-day 

Dylan personage onto the creatively challenged Grady, Hanson is able to lend 

poignancy to the role. It also reinforces the  film's redem ptive and optim istic 

ending, w ith its em ploym ent of a critically and artistically successfully (and 

them atically apt] piece of music from a perform er with parallels to the character. 

Hanson would again em ploy Dylan as a song contributor in Luc/cy You (2007), bu t 

w ithout the affecting resonance achieved by the m arriage of character and 

perform er in Wonder Boys.

More successful would be Dylan’s song contribution in the im m ediate 

afterm ath of Wonder Boys, featured in the 2002 American com edy-dram a film 

Divine Secrets o f  the Ya-Ya Sisterhood. Siddalee (Sandra Bullock), a pla)rwright in 

New York, is quoted in Time magazine as having her fraught childhood to thank  for 

her cu rren t inspiration, infuriating her troubled  m other in Louisiana. A long

distance conflict wages until her m other’s friends (m em bers of the ‘Ya-ya 

S isterhood’, a pact betw een the four friends since childhood) abscond w ith
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Siddalee and take her 'home' to the South, where they hope to explain her 

mother’s history and to patch up the rift between m other and daughter.

Figure 4: Dylan’s now-familiar rim-lit visage and that of Michael Douglas are meshed 
together in overlapping shots.

The soundtrack, compiled by T Bone Burnett (a member of Dylan’s Rolling 

Thunder Revue), is an eclectic mix of Cajun, rock 'n’ roll, blues, gospel and folk. 

Thematically, the soundtrack often engages in songs that resonate with the 

m other/daughter dilemma, a sense of time passing by, and regret. With the 

diversity of genres, several common threads afe woven through the song choices. 

Stress is placed on the presence of traditional material, in some cases that of the 

original artist, as well as cover versions of older and traditional material by 

modern performers. Modern female singers especially (Macy Gray, Alison Krauss, 

Ann SavoyJ tackle older material, such as traditional Cajun ballads, in ways that 

draw on the strength of the originals. The music accrues a gathering sense of 

respect for tradition with this recapitulation and restitution of these older forms, 

artists and songs. The number of respectful cover versions builds on the theme of
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investigating and exonerating the past, as found in the film's story. The strong  

female accom panim ent, w ith its range of vocalists tackling traditional m aterial and 

providing original com positions, ties the ir perform ances and lyrics to the film’s 

female em phasis. Inclusions from bluesm en Jimmy Reed ['Found Love,’ 'Little 

Rain,' and 'Ain't That Lovin' You Baby?') and Slim Harpo ('1 Got Love If You W ant 

It'J are  also old enough to have been an influence in Dylan's form ative years 

[Dylan scholar Michael Gray detects Reed’s influence on ‘Pledging My Tim e’ from 

B hnde on Blonde w ith regard  to the long, piercing harm onica l in e s } .D y la n ’s song 

occupies an in teresting position in this context, sim ultaneously placing him in the 

guise of an an tiquated  bluesm an as well as a self-reflexive sim ulation of th a t older 

style and persona.

Dylan’s new  song 'W aiting for You', recorded specifically for the film,^^ 

continues the style of w riting and perform ance found in the previous year's  album 

"Love and Theft”. In a sim ilar vein to tha t album, the song draw s on pre-w ar 

American pop, w ith its crooning vocals and 3 /4  tim e shuffle. The lyrics have been 

sourced to a variety  of texts in a sim ilar fashion to those of "Love and Theft", and 

com m entator Heylin has m otioned a sim ilarity betw een this song’s com position 

and Alec W ilder’s crooner s tandard  'I’ll Be Around'.^^ Dylan's track successfully 

mimics the instrum entation  of an older country-infused pop idiom, particularly  

w ith Dylan side-m an Larry Campbell's contribution of fiddle and lap steel guitar. 

While the lyrics are compiled in the rom antic ballad tradition, the w ords have 

som e resonance with the troubled m o ther/daugh ter relationship:

W hen did our love go bad?
W hatever happened to the best friend tha t I had?
It's been so long since I held you tight
Been so long since we said goodnight

T Bone Burnett seemingly picked up on the eclecticism on "Love and Theft”, and 

his use of the Dylan track places the a rtis t in a similarly w ide-ranging expanse of 

American musical forms. The soundtrack  com bines different vocalists, w hose 

respective genres and age groups create a fusion of styles, suggesting a shared

22 Gray, Encyclopedia, 568.
23 Heylin, Still on the Road, 575. 
2“* Heylin, Still on the Road, 575.
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heritage, in a similar fashion to the fusion of styles on "Love and Theft". The setting 

in Louisiana is also another indication of Dylan's suitability for evocations of the 

Southern states, found on numerous "Love and Theft" s o n g s . Burnett helps 

establish Dylan’s place in this traditionally-derived sonic landscape, with a stress 

on eclecticism and generational expanse. Released only months after "Love and  

Theft", it is an indicator of the success of Dylan’s artist renaissance that Burnett 

could position this ‘new ’ Dylan persona within a soundtrack hewn from similar 

cloth, and derived from the same pool of music from which Dylan assembled "Love 

and Theft". Grasping this artistic evolution quickly, Burnett successfully manages 

to affix the new Dylan sound into a soundtrack with a similar approach to the 

material, namely traditionally-derived m^usical forms, revisited and modernised 

with new interpretations. 'Waiting For You’, with Dylan’s patchwork of p re

existing phrases and lyrics and the use of a waltz shuffle, function as an extension 

of the "Love and Theft" working-practice and sound. 'Waiting For You’ also starts a 

precedent for Dylan’s future soundtrack compositions, with the theme of 

relationships broached in future entries, such as 'Huck’s Tune’ and 'Life is Hard’. It 

also begins an association with sentimental and wistful pre-w ar balladry in his 

soundtrack contributions.

Divine Secrets is also part of the common trend  of positioning Dylan's songs 

in film's end credits. A similar predilection can be found, for instance, in the 

aforementioned Band o f the Hand and Wonder Boys, and is continued in the later 

films Gods and Generals, and Lucky You. This affords his voice and involvement a 

privileged place in the narrative, taking the spot of summing up, or encapsulating 

w hat has transpired beforehand. Positioning his song in this narrative space also 

associates his appearance with a sense of resolution for the characters. Hearing it 

at the close of Divine Secrets, after the mother and daughter have reconciled, 

indicates Dylan as the em bodiment of wisdom, reconciliation and closure. The use 

over the end credits sequence also dislocates the song from the diegesis, placing it 

in a reflective guise, and in a way comments on the story from an external 

position, removed from the actual denouement.

Dylan, interestingly, has disparaged the process in a 2009 interview, in 

regards to the negation of music's role in modern cinema:

See “Love and Theft'"s ‘Po’ Boy’, ‘High Water (For Charley Patton)’, and ‘Moonlight’ in particular.
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1 always liked [...] those black-and-white movies where, like, Veronica Lake 
all of a sudden [...] is singing in a nightclub. Or Diahann Carroll is singing in 
a cafe. All those movies where the action stops and the heroes are 
represented as walking past a barn dance where the Sons of the Pioneers 
are playing on a truck. It's so musical. They don't put that kind of thing in 
movies anymore. Now it's come down to just an end-title song—which has 
nothing to do with the movie, and basically people are walking out.^^

This observation ties in with the potential for the end credits song to be 

'disconnected' from the narrative; the extent to which a song set to a list of the 

film's personnel can succeed as an adequate summation or commentary from the 

perspective of the audience is debatable. In using Dylan in this context, a 

concurrent detachment can occur where the diegesis is understood to have ended 

and the appearance of the cast list signifies to the viewer to disengage with the 

narrative. This is clearly not confined to uses of Dylan; the efficacy of the end 

credits song from the point of view of the narrative is a contentious area, and as 

seen in the examples above, can signal narrative progression by the song's new 

context {^Wonder Boys) or simply a recapitulation of its theme music [Band o f the 

Hand).

5.4 Conclusion

Depending on the filmic project, Dylan can be used in a variety of ways to colour 

the cinematic narrative. As Band o f the Hand suggests, Dylan can be employed in a 

manner intended to draw similarities between the themes of the film and the 

1960s. This signifying shorthand colours many other uses of the performer, where 

his voice is intended to call to mind a nebulous sense of rebellion and anti

authoritarianism. Hearts o f Fire, and more successfully. Wonder Boys, draw more 

from Dylan’s greater biography, suggesting the relevance of Dylan’s post-1960s 

career, and touching on the subject of artistic diminishment. Both of these cases 

again locate Dylan’s heyday as the 1960s. For the associations to have any 

meaningful impact, a general acknowledgement of Dylan’s waning artistry must be 

postulated, and in the case of Wonder Boys, exorcised in the process. T Bone 

Burnett’s incorporating of 'Waiting For You’ in Divine Secrets suggests an

Douglas Brinkley, ‘Bob Dylan’s America’, Rolling Stone no. 1078 [14 May 2009), 4 2 -7 6 . See also 
Douglas Brinkley, 'Bob Dylan's Late-Era, Old-Style American Individualism’ 
rh ttp ://w w w .rollingstone.com /m usic/new s/bob-dvlans-am erica-20090514.12 February 2014).
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interesting precedent. This evocation feels designedly disconnected from any 

overt reference to Dylan’s larger career, and instead connects with Dylan’s latest 

output in a manner sympathetic to its methodology and musical milieu, it does not 

draw any specific connections to the Dylan of the past, while the film’s subject 

matter does not draw on any of the political or ideological standpoints that are 

often inferred by the artist. This use of the artist in an up-to-the-minute reflection 

of his latest album is unusually modern, and frees Dylan to an extent from the 

associative baggage of the 1960s.

Having looked at these levels of integration in regards to projects alighted 

on by Dylan himself, the following chapter will take the parallel path of tracing 

uses largely disconnected from the artist’s direct influence.
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Chapter Six 

Dylan in Cinema, Part Two

6.1 Introduction

This section will focus on the use of Bob Dylan in cinematic narrative. While this is 

a wide-ranging and diverse area of discussion, analysis will favour filmmakers’ 

appropriation of both Bob Dylan’s music and the more general iconography 

surrounding the singer-songwriter. Of particular importance here is the extent to 

which the filmmakers (as opposed to Dylan himself] determine the music's place 

within the narrative. The degree of interpretational latitude practised by the 

filmmaker is notable, as it allows for an array of appropriations of the performer. 

These can show perceptions of Dylan at a historical moment, but also illuminate 

cultural attitudes to certain musical genres and ideals that Dylan is seen to 

represent. This freedom extends to the context in which the music is used, 

whether it be to underline a thematic issue or to help in characterising the film’s 

protagonist(s).

The examples considered below are based on the licensing of Bob Dylan’s 

music and imagery. In most cases, beyond the general acquiescence of Dylan (or 

those licensing his music on his behalf), the artist has no direct involvement with 

the filmmaking process. While Dylan’s endorsem ent of many of his cinematic 

references is speculative, on occasion the performer's authorisation of his music 

and likeness has been documented, as in the case of I'm Not There (2007]. By and 

large, however, Dylan’s disinterest in the semantics of the film is a salient point to 

stress; even in the case of director Todd Haynes' aforementioned biopic, Dylan 

absented himself from the process, beyond granting Haynes permission to 

proceed.1

The degree of scope afforded filmmakers in incorporating Dylan is 

therefore notable, given the proclivity to use the artist in ways that often suggest

1 Robert Sullivan, 'It Ain’t Me Babe' fhttp://w vyw .telegraph.co.uk/culture/3669528/It-aint-m e- 
habe.html. 26 March 2012).
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underlying commonalities. These base assum ptions include the perform er's 

political standpoint, his perceived earnestness and literariness, and his status as a 

m essenger of societal change. These underlying conventionalities v\/ill be 

examined in case studies below.

This section aims firstly to provide a broad  overview  of the use of Dylan’s 

music as licensed by th ird -party  filmmakers, from the earliest exam ples to the 

present time. As part of this overview, I will posit th ree  broad categories of usage 

tha t Dylan’s licensed songs fall into, and provide som e salient exam ples of each. In 

treating the proliferation of Dylan’s music in the soundtracks of feature films, 

there can be found a degree of generational change in how his m aterial is 

integrated across successive decades, and which will be looked a t in the coming 

analysis. In addition, there will be a detailed look at som e of the m ost significant 

appearances of Dylan in a cinematic context, particularly  his use as a character in a 

film. These appearances, alm ost invariably brief cameo roles w here Dylan is 

portrayed by an actor, are revealing in term s of techniques for integrating a 

cultural or historic figure w ithin the context of a fictionalised narrative. Typically 

accompanying these cinematic depictions is music perform ed by the real Dylan; 

the filmmaker’s choice of song, w hen com bined with the story, are indicative of 

larger assum ptions about the perform er, and the significance attached to him by 

successive generations. The films under consideration for these case studies are 

Philip Kaufman's The Wanderers [1979], Todd Haynes’ Dylan biopic I ’m Not There 

[2007], Lance Daly's Kisses [2008], and the Coen B rothers’ Inside Llewyn Davis 

[2013]. Each of these films com bines an onscreen depiction of Dylan, coupled w ith  

a song taken from the a rtis t’s back catalogue of m aterial. W hat em erges from this 

study are signs of a fundam ental orthodoxy in the cinem atic portrayal of the 

singer—interpreta tions w hose sim ilarities by and large outw eigh their 

divergences. Before looking a t these case studies, a b rief overview  is required  to 

explore the trajectory  of Dylan's music in films, firstly by looking a t trends tha t 

have developed in the integration of his songs into cinem atic narrative.

The m ajor source of m eaning in the usage of a Dylan song is prim arily 

derived from the tim bre [and associative pow er] of his vocals, and the content of 

the lyrics. In term s of his vocal's associational resonances, his voice is often called 

upon to evoke the 1960s counterculture and a sense of social consciousness and
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awareness. Concurrent with the significance of his voice is the foregrounding of 

lyrics. Found in a multitude of filmic instances, this implicitly reinforces the notion 

prevalent in the early 1960s that Dylan's songs are 'messages', implying (or 

supporting] the notion that a moral or fixed meaning is behind the often-surreal 

language.

While dependent entirely on the intent of the filmmaker, the fame and 

impact of his 1963-65 acoustic recordings results in Dylan's voice often being 

configured as semi-sung 'speech' to be listened to as a form of narration. Folk and 

blues-derived melodies with comparatively basic chord progressions, as well as 

strophic and verse-chorus song forms, occupy the majority of Dylan's recorded 

output, meaning that the primary focus is often centred on Dylan’s voice and 

language. Therefore, cinematic usage is often seen to fall in line with Dylan’s 

recording aesthetic, where the prevalence—even in the arranging and mixing 

stages—favours Dylan's vocals. While this vacillates at various points in his career 

depending on the producer and how the basic tracks are recorded, by and large 

the role of musical showmanship and harmonic or instrumental colour work 

around Dylan's voice, while his lyrics and delivery shoulder the lion's share of the 

song's import and effect. This sets Dylan marginally apart from some of his 

contemporary musical peers, where the tendency (certainly not the rule, however] 

is to make use of the song’s sound in its entirety, with no one factor taking 

precedent. Take, for example. The Rolling Stones' ‘Gimme Shelter'; appearing 

frequently on soundtracks,^ the song's emphases are spread across several layers 

of the production, from Mick Jagger's vocals (frequently dropping off in the mix 

and obscuring the lyrics], Keith Richards' lead and rhythm guitar parts, and Merry 

Clayton’s solo stanza and vocal delivery, all of which are marshalled into a multi

faceted sound that promotes foreboding, danger, and looming societal conflict. The 

lyrics are a part of the overall effect of the composition, from the performance, to 

the arrangement, to the mixing stage. The same could be argued for the Beatles, 

where the sentim ent and the sum expressive force of the music are paramount, 

rather than calling attention purely to the lyrics.^ Dylan, however, is by no means

2 See director Martin Scorsese’s prom inent use of the song in Goodfellas (1990), Casino (1995] and 
The Departed  (2006).
3 This is not a hard-and-fast rule of course. The Beatles plaintive 'In My Life’ is more likely to 
foreground John Lennon’s vocals and attract attention to the lyrics than, say, 'Can't Buy Me Love’,
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im m une to having the general atm osphere of a given song dom inate over the 

sem antics of the lyrics; 'Rainy Day W omen #12 & 35', w ith its unusual brass 

arrangem ent and m em orable refrain 'Everybody m ust get stoned!’ is used to 

bluntly evoke an atm osphere of 1960s hedonism  and drug use.^ 'Knockin’ on 

Heaven's Door’ is often similarly em ployed as a general sentim ent, w ithout 

focusing in detail on the perform er or the  specific content of the verses.^

in general term s, w hat sets the use of Dylan apart (w hen foregrounding his 

voice] from other longstanding popular artists is the film m akers’ in ten t to pu t a 

g reater stress on the specificity of the song’s meaning. 'Meaning' in this case is 

linked closely to the content of the words, and to the mood struck by Dylan's vocal 

delivery and musical accom panim ent. With the vocals and w ords preconfigured as 

the nucleus around which the o ther elem ents are interposed, Dylan is frequently 

an articulate, m ature and linguistically-orientated presence, w hose musical input 

is more precise in its effect than his bedfellows in the cinem atic soundscape of 

popular music.

6.2 Overview

Before going into g rea ter detail on the conventional applications of Dylan's music, 

w hat follows is a b rief chronology of the singer's com positions in film, and a few 

illustrative instances of Dylan’s presence in 60s cinema. From this, there  will be an 

exploration of the b roader categories into which the cinem atic usage of Dylan can 

fall. While the posited categories will not necessarily cover each extant case, the 

aim is to account for the film m akers' use of Dylan, as opposed to o ther artists, and 

w hat the perform er can be made to stand  for in a cinematic context.

in the 1960s, cinem atic references to Dylan have a spontaneity  and off

handedness tha t capture the opinions and contexts of the  given cultural moment. 

His song 'It Ain't Me Babe' for instance is featured in Andy W arhol's underground

due to the vocal's prominence and the comparative airiness of the arrangement. For an example of 
this, see Five Corners (1987], which opens with 'In My Life’ played over the opening credits; the 
depiction of largely vacant streets in the Bronx— and the sedate pace of the editing from shot-to- 
shot—give Lennon's vocals a degree of expressive weight in the light of the visuals' sparseness.

For example, the song is included in the title sequence of the 1989 com edy Rude Awakening. The 
film’s opening credits are comprised of a montage featuring stills of the film’s protagonists using a 
multitude of drugs, integrated with archival photographic material showing be-ins and hippie 
gatherings from the 60s.
 ̂ An instance o f this can be found in the crime-com edy Be Cool (2005), where the chorus of the 

song is played diegetically on a stereo to intimidate the protagonists, before it is shut off.
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film Poor Little Rich Girl [1965), documenting of a 'day in the life’ scenario of 

Warhol Factory star Edie Sedgwick. This placing of the song—and by extension 

Dylan—in a milieu of experimental and innovative pop-art narratives 

demonstrates the singer's musical integration into this avant garde elite. Other 

brief segments of contemporary films [notably experimental in form and 

aesthetic) reference Dylan as an event-in-progress, and as such yield some insights 

into socio-political attitudinal shifts as the 1960s progress. For example, French 

Neŵ  Wave director Jean-Luc Godard's Masculin Feminin [1966] contains 

references to multiple pop culture figures, such as Charles de Gaulle and Andre 

Malraux, to James Bond and Bob Dylan, and follows Godard’s non-linear 

filmmaking techniques and narratives. Dylan is mentioned in an exchange 

between the protagonist Paul and his friend, who reads a newspaper article on the 

singer. His friend, a self-proclaimed militant, expresses incredulity that Paul has 

not heard of Dylan ['He sells 10,000 records a day'), while describing Dylan a 

'Vietnik' ['It comes from "beatnik” and Vietnam'). The paper's distortion 

notwithstanding, the militant character's interest in Dylan [albeit a 

misrepresented one) captures a historical moment of Dylan as a [potentially) 

politically radical figure. The sense of mystery about the singer is compounded by 

the misrepresentation of him as a 'Vietnik', and his resultant appeal to the militant 

character.

There is quite a different perspective offered on the singer in director 

Michelangelo Antonioni's Blow-Up [1966). Released the same year as Masculin 

Feminin, the film’s immersion in the counterculture ethos [as exemplified by the 

music, explicit sexuality and thematic content) extends to a commentary on 

Dylan’s then-new use of electric instrumentation. A poster on the door of a music 

venue attended by the protagonist features an illustration of a tombstone with the 

epitaph 'Here lies Bob Dylan Passed Away Royal Albert Hall 27 May 1966 R.I.P.'. 

This is in reference to the now-famous tour of England in 1966,^ where Dylan

® While the Royal Albert Hall venue has been m ost heavily identified with the tour, the m ost famous 
m om ent actually occurred at the Manchester Free Trade Hall, w hen Dylan performed 'Like a 
Rolling Stone’ in the aftermath of infamous 'Judas’ heckle (so applied owing to Dylan’s supposed  
apostasy from acoustic folk music). The confusion as to when this event occurred has been  
subsequently made canon in Bob Dylan’s official catalogue, with the release of the performance on 
The Bootleg Series Vol. 4: Bob Dylan Live 1966, The "Royal Albert Hall" Concert, with its ironized
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defiantly perform ed an electric se t in front of the hostile crowds. The poster (in 

tandem  w ith the MascuUn Feminin reference) reveals a com plicated and 

contradictory im pression of Dylan in the 1960s, being perceived as both a radical 

and a sell-out in these respective films. Once removed from the intensive media 

speculation of the 1960s, there  can be found a much m ore stable am algam  of 

Dylan's personas as presented  in films, as retrospective attitudes em erge and 

codification occurs.

Cinematic uses of Dylan throughout the 60s are sparse, in con trast w ith his 

appearances on television as a performer.'^ As we have seen previously, the Dylan 

docum entary Dont Look Back would eventually have a major im pact on how  

filmmakers use images of the singer in the ir own narratives. Eat the Document, the 

unreleased follow-up to Dont Look Back, was filmed on the European leg of Dylan’s 

1966 World Tour and would be broadcast only once on a local New York TV 

station in 1979.® The film was prem iered a t the New York Academy of Music and 

the W hitney Museum of American Art in 1971^ in the absence of nationw ide 

distribution, and did not have the opportunity  to contribute to Dylan's cinem atic 

lore until com paratively recently; its footage has proved invaluable in providing 

the raw  m aterial for Martin Scorsese’s No Direction Home (2005) and Todd 

Haynes' I'm Not There in 2007.

The 1973 release of Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid is a significant m ilestone, as 

previously discussed, in term s of overall trends, it is in teresting for precisely how 

little this film im pacted on both Dylan’s depiction in film and on his soundtrack 

appearances. Factors contributing to this film’s intertextual m arginalisation might 

include the com prom ised nature of the theatrical cut, the m uted critical and 

commercial response, and the commercial decline of the w estern  genre overall. 

Dylan did not re tu rn  to a sim ilar starring  role until the release of Hearts o f  Fire in 

1987, which, unlike Pat Garrett, has not received a critical reappraisal.

In 1978, Renaldo and Clara was finally released, granting unprecedented 

access to the perform er and showcasing Dylan’s Rolling T hunder Tour from 1975.

misnomer, as the performance is actually taken from the Manchester Free Trade Hall, 17 May 
1966.
 ̂These appearances include variety shows such as The Steve Allen Show  and The Johnny Cash Show. 

® Heylin, Behind the Shades, 252.
9 Gray, Encyclopedia, 204.
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Again, this contem porary record of Dylan did little to motivate a sustained career 

behind the camera. With the release of the Vietnam-themed Coming Home (1978), 

a sub-genre of period films set in the 1960s began, utilizing Dylan as a 

representative of that decade’s promise and idealism. This had the effect of 

identifying Dylan more closely vi îth his 60s personas than with those of 1970-80 

period.

In terms of quantity, appearances of his songs in a cinematic context are 

interm ittent until approximately the late 1980s (although some striking examples 

do occur in the 70s]. At this point, the number of films either referencing the 

singer with a cover arrangem ent or employing the original studio version by Dylan 

increases exponentially. A prevailing trend until approximately the late 1990s is to 

only employ Dylan’s most commercial and famous songs. Despite his large back- 

catalogue, filmmakers predominantly use the 1960s mainstays such as 'Like a 

Rolling Stone', ‘All Along the Watchtower' and ‘The Times They Are a-Changin”. 

The songs are often treated to rearrangements, with ‘W atchtower’ in particular 

having its own cinematic life as Jimi Hendrix’s famous cover version. While the 

songs and their narrative positioning often suggest cliche, the cultural 

assumptions linked to these 1960s standards allow filmmakers to subvert them in 

evocative ways, which will be explored shortly.

Incrementally throughout the 90s, filmmakers begin to use album tracks 

with greater frequency, with obscure songs being given greater prominence on the 

soundtrack. This allowed filmmakers a degree of autonomy to appropriate songs 

without the same levels of visual or cultural baggage that are invariably linked to 

the 1960s output. The increasing freedom exercised by filmmakers in excavating 

lesser-known songs probably stems from a number of cultural shifts taking place 

across the 1990s both in film and music.

In the wake of the esoteric song choices for the soundtracks to Reservoir 

Dogs (1992] and in particular Pulp Fiction (1994], there emerges a greater 

willingness by filmmakers to incorporate diverse genres of music into a 

conceptual whole (the soundtrack to Reservoir Dogs presciently name-checks 

Dylan as an influence in the introduction to the Stealers Wheel song ‘Stuck in the 

Middle with You’]. Significantly, Dylan lent an unreleased song to the soundtrack 

for Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers (1994], a project instigated by Tarantino.
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Compiled by Trent Reznor,i° the soundtrack uses Dylan's interpretation of the 

standard 'You Belong to Me' (recorded in 1990] in the context of the film's 

stylised, violent narrative. The defiant absence of nostalgia, both in the scene in 

which it is used and the soundtrack in toto, recasts Dylan in a new, modern 

context, weaving him into a tapestry of multifarious genre mash-ups and post- 

Tarantino stylisation. Other cultural imperatives helped to reinstate Dylan into 

pop culture relevance, and hence, cinematic contexts. The rise of the 'grunge' 

genre from Seattle, led by socially conscientious perform ers such as Nirvana and 

Pearl Jam, made anthemic 1970s rock and punk acceptable again to the 

mainstream, allowing unconventional vocalists and introverted [and socially 

aware] lyrics a prominent place in the charts.

In spite of the dearth of new material in the 1990s and the proclivity for 

'greatest hits' packages, the Dylan camp had set the stage in Dylan's catalogue for 

retrospective gatherings and re-contextualized material with both the compilation 

Biograph [1985) and 1991's collection of arcane and unreleased material in The 

Bootleg Series Volumes 1-3 (Rare & Unreleased) 1961-1991. 1992's The 30th 

Anniversary Concert Celebration, with its diversity of celebrity perform ers 

recasting [sometimes obscure) songs into new arrangements, also drew attention 

to the esoterica available in Dylan’s collections. The former two releases in 

particular helped in reaffirming Dylan's strength as an artist, and significantly, as a 

vast repository of unreleased recordings, which often matched and exceeded the 

strength of those on the established studio albums. The sense of fecundity and of 

the unexplored territory latent in Dylan's recorded output gave filmmakers the 

impetus to use heretofore neglected material as a means to personalise their 

soundtracks, casting Dylan in new and interesting lights. Striking examples include 

the 1997 Coen Brothers film The Big Lebowski and Wes Anderson’s The Royal 

Tenenbaums in 2001.

The release of Dylan’s 'come back' album Time Out o f Mind in 1997 was 

significant in terms of its song-writing, but also for its mainstream acceptance and 

visibility.il The album reaffirmed Dylan's pop culture clout and critical

Founder of the industrial metal band Nine Inch Nails, w ho w ere on the threshold of commercial 
breakthrough with The Downward Spiral album in August 1994.

The album charted in the Top 10 in the US and UK, and won three Grammy Awards, including 
Album of the Year in 1998.
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approbation. Building on the two acoustic cover albums recorded in the early 

1990s [Good as I Been to You and World Gone Wrong), Dylan adapted an older, 

more weathered persona, which was taken up enthusiastically by filmmakers. The 

defining feature of post-1990s soundtrack appearances—after the inevitable 

recourse to the 60s material—is Dylan's distinctly ragged and aged vocal timbre. 

No longer aurally or visually evocative of 1960s counterculture, his self

reinvention has given filmmakers ample space to play with expectations by 

contrasting his new persona and voice with that of his 1960s representations. This 

has led to some interesting juxtapositions by filmmakers, which will be 

investigated shortly.

6.3 Dylan's Music in Film: Categorisation

in term s of how Dylan is appropriated by filmmakers, this section is concerned 

with identifying trends of usage, and how a given configuration of performer, song, 

performance, and historical context can be used to convey narrative meaning. The 

focus of this section is specifically on narrative cinema, and on the music and 

songs of the artist, without necessarily any direct evocation of his visual 

iconography.

Providing interest is the tension between Dylan the chameleonic artist and 

the expediencies of popular filmmaking, with Dylan’s identity often several 

generations removed from how filmmakers wish to utilise him. As Dylan moves 

further away from his 1960s persona(s], filmmakers ironically use the music of his 

long-defunct 1960s construct to suggest progression, responsibility, and worldly 

wisdom. In steady increments, however, as Dylan becomes a consistent chart 

presence again in the twenty-first century, filmmakers are delving more deeply 

into his oeuvre for songs that resonate with his past in innovative ways. While the 

aggregate number of adaptations by filmmakers sometimes seems like an attem pt 

to freeze him in the stasis of the 1960s, the strength of his own recent 

compositions has meant that new trends have emerged, adapted more to his 

current persona.

Unlike the Beatles, who are inescapably identified with the 1960s, Dylan's 

career has rarely stood still since 1961. Since the protest phase and the electric 

period, Dylan has immersed himself in the genres of country music and Christian
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rock to nam e a few, his la test being a unique hybrid of blues, folk and Tin Pan Alley 

balladry. As the full b read th  of his w ork is reflected by m odern soundtrack 

compilers, the context in which he is applied expands, throw ing new light on songs 

tha t have heretofore been anchored to their historical context. New technologies 

and listening habits, in particular personalised playlists and the decline of the 

album as a format, have also loosened perceptions as to the historical 

surroundings of a given song, w ith a concurrent abatem ent of preconceptions as to 

a single, ‘authoritative’ era of Dylan.

W hat follows is a subdivision into th ree categories of film m akers' 

application of Dylan's music. While there  is necessarily a degree of overlap 

betw een these classifications, it is hoped th a t patterns can be discerned from a 

broad cross-section of m aterial, covering the earliest cinem atic uses of his music 

to the p resen t day. On occasion, the overlapping of categories can be instructive in 

and of itself. In these cases, several com plem entary issues are implied a t once, 

suggesting a complexity of meaning, and the provision for shifting, subjective 

responses. Nuances and complexities exist across all of these categories, and they 

should be by no m eans considered m utually exclusive. Owing to individual 

in terpretation, a given song m ight be seen to conform to its 'trad itional’ role 

(w here the visuals endorse and play off the obvious meaning), or subvert it. This 

can occur if the visuals are ambiguous, or if the surrounding  scenes problem atize 

the traditional reading w hen taken out of isolation. I will tu rn  firstly to a tendency 

long connected with Dylan’s career and reception: tha t of the a rtis t as a signifier of 

change, and how this ties into a long-established, 'classical' reading of Dylan.

6.3.1 Idealised Dylan

The first of these approaches is tha t of filmmakers who fundam entally endorse 

Dylan’s sta tus as a p reem inent pop culture figure, by using iconographic imagery 

in an unam biguous m anner, or by using a perform ance th a t propagates the song’s 

overt meaning, or trades heavily on its original context. In this m ulti-faceted 

aspect of Dylan's silver-screen presence, the artist and his songs are  harbingers of 

change and the trigger for characters to confront uncharted societal w aters. This 

broad category links to m ore personal them es of coming-of-age rites of passage.
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newfound maturity, and the awakening of new and more advanced perspectives in 

the lives of the film’s characters.

To look firstly at the sub-theme of forthcoming change, Dylan is often cited 

as a proponent of early 1960s optimism and awakened social consciousness. A 

relatively early example of this can be found in American Pop [1981], an American 

animated musical drama from director Ralph Bakshi. The film tells the story of 

four generations of a Russian Jewish immigrant family of musicians whose careers 

parallel the history of American popular music. As the result of his reputation as 

an innovator of adult animation, Bakshi was able to acquire the rights to an 

extensive soundtrack, including songs by Bob Dylan, but also Jefferson Airplane, 

Janis Joplin, The Doors, George Gershwin, The Mamas & the Papas, Herbie 

Hancock, Lou Reed and Louis Prima.^^

The film begins in Imperial Russia during the late 1890s, ending at the start 

of the 1980s. The Dylan songs included are two from 1963's The Freewheelin' Bob 

Dylan, ‘Don't Think Twice It's All Right' and ‘A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’. In 

keeping with historical chronology, both songs are featured in the portion of the 

film set in the early 1960s. Significantly, the Dylan tracks stem from the folk 

period, before his change to electric instrumentation in 1965. Instead of featuring 

Dylan's electric music, Bakshi shows the progression of 1960s music using 

psychedelic and hard rock songs from other artists, namely 'People Are Strange' 

by The Doors, Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Purple Haze’, and the Jefferson Airplane rendition of 

‘Somebody to Love’. Given that the film includes musical touchstones from a large 

expanse of American popular music, Bakshi is among the first filmmakers to locate 

Dylan's most resonate contribution as emerging from the pre-1964 folk period.

The sense of historical contextualisation also sets interesting precedents. 

Bakshi's film is the first to position Dylan’s music in a broader musical context of 

twentieth century popular music history. As the breadth of the film encompasses 

nearly fifty popular songs that span from 1930 to 1980, perspective is imparted on 

each epoch’s dominant musical ‘voice’. Of particular note in this film is the 

proximity of Dylan's writing to 1950s innovations in the jazz genre, and how both 

are seen as cross-pollinating with the coffee house Beat poetry scene. In the

Jon M. Gibson and Chris McDonnell, Unfiltered: The Complete Ralph Bakshi (New York: Universe 
Publishing, 2008], 148; 160; 164; 169.
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context of the film, the protagonist Tony is the character who writes ‘Don't Think 

Twice It's All Right', and the m anner in which Bakshi accounts for this provides an 

illuminating and literate perspective on Dylan’s writing and performance 

aesthetic.

The 'hard bop' style of jazz, which incorporates influences from rhythm and 

blues, gospel music, and electric blues, features in the late-1950s phase of the 

narrative. As the character Tony grows up in the 1950s, Bakshi uses Herbie 

Hancock's 'Cantaloupe Island' as the background to numerous sound-bites from 

1950s culture [Harry Truman on the Korean War, the Julius and Ethel Rosenberg 

trial, and quotes from the /  Love Lucy television show among them). While 

'Cantaloupe Island' was recorded in 1964, the song is marked by its innovative mix 

of modal jazz with a funk beat. The interconnectivity and multitudinous influences 

by which Tony develops his personality continues when Tony, now in his teens, 

attends a performance of 'Howl' by Beat poet [and Dylan influence] Allen 

Ginsberg. Full of discontent, he walks the streets and the bus stations to the song 

'Take Five' by The Dave Brubeck Quartet. Recorded in 1959, its innovative R&B 

instrumentation and unusual time signature of quintuple [5 /4 ]  time provide 

another instance of genres melding, as Tony begins to strike out of his own. Tony 

steals his family car ['Turn Me Loose’ performed by Fabian having been heard in 

the previous scene). En route to Kansas, 'Moanin’’ by Art Blakey and the Jazz 

Messengers is played as non-diegetic accompaniment. The epitome of the 'hard 

bop’ subgenre during the era, combining gospel and blues influences with a 

modern jazz sensibility, the song accompanies Tony to Kansas. Leaving Kansas by 

boxcar and picking up harmonica-playing tips from African-American drifters (to 

the tune of 'California Dreamin" by The Mamas & the Papas), he works in a coffee 

house featuring folk music stars Peter Paul & Mary performing 'This Train'. 

Quitting, he eventually is summoned upstairs to a hippie dorm room, and egged on 

to provide a song for the group. Later, while on the bus, Tony pens 'Don't Think 

Twice’, which is duly performed by the group.

In suggesting the confluence of such a large num ber of influences, and its 

ultimate expression by Tony as 'Don’t Think Twice’, Bakshi trades on actual Dylan 

lore, but also provides interesting suppositions as to the formative aspects of
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Dylan’s aesthetic. Dylan, like the protagonist, is from Russian Jewish ancestry. 

The box-car hopping transiency of Tony is not dissim ilar to stories told by Dylan 

about him self upon his arrival at New York’s Greenwich Village a t the beginning of 

1961,1'^ creating a resonan t linkage w ith Dylan’s im agined past and musical 

training. While jazz is not the m ost discernible influence in Dylan’s m aterial, the 

s tress on live perform ance and its im provisatory qualities are of a piece w ith 

Dylan’s approach to w riting and recording. The interm ingling of genres in 

particu lar is a fixture of Dylan’s work. Peter, Paul & Mary shared  the sam e 

m anager as Dylan, and perform ed w ith the singer at the N ew port Folk Festival 26 

July 1963. Ginsberg was a long-term  influence, and Fabian’s 'Turn Me Loose’ was 

w ritten  by Doc Pomus, w hom  Dylan expressed great adm iration for.i^ In 

suggesting a connection w ith the  cross-pollination of genres am ong jazz artists, 

the influence of the Beat poets, and rock 'n ’ roll, and positing them  as a melting pot 

for Tony’s song-w riting im petuses, Bakshi accounts for and contextualises much of 

Dylan’s early artistic influences.

The circum stances under which the song is w ritten  in the film also dovetail 

neatly w ith the Dylan of the early 1960s. 'Don't Think Twice’ is w ritten  

spontaneously on a bus by Tony, who has no formal training, and is in a sta te  of 

im poverished itinerancy. It is his first a ttem pt a t song-writing. The offhand quality 

is a close approxim ation of Dylan’s w riting m ethodology for tha t period of songs— 

'Slow in' in the W ind’, from the sam e album as 'Don't Think Twice’, was 

predom inantly  w ritten  in a cafe.i^ The im pression conveyed is tha t the song is 

inspired  by genuine experience and—as an unprem edita ted  outpouring—is 

indicative of authenticity. In indicating the im provisatory and spontaneous 

qualities of the song’s writing, as well as dem onstrating the genre-hopping

Ron Rosenbaum, 'Interview with Ron Rosenbaum, Playboy: March 1978,’ in Bob Dylan: The 
Essential Interviews, Jonathan Cott (ed.) (New York: Wenner Books, 2006), 1 9 9 -2 3 6  (206).
I'' Some of these myths are related in Izzy Young, ‘From “The Izzy Young Notebooks" (1968),’ in The 
Bob Dylan Companion: Four Decades o f  Commentary, Carl Benson (ed.) (New York: Schirmer Books, 
1998), 3 -10.

Dylan dem onstrated this by contributing to (and perhaps instigating) a tribute to Doc Pomus 
with the release of the album Till the N ight Is Gone: A Tribute to Doc Pomus in 1995, comprised of 
modern covers of Doc Pomus material. In a 2009 interview, Dylan was fulsome in his praise for the 
late song-writer: 'Only a few of those radio ballads still hold up and m ost of them have Doc Pom us’ 
hand in them. "Spanish Harlem," "Save the Last Dance for Me," "Little Sister"... a few others. Those 
w ere fantastic songs. Doc was a soulful c a t ’ See Bill Flanagan, 'Bob Dylan: Bill Flanagan Interview,’ 
Mojo. 1 /1 8 9  (August 2009): 4 5 -5 2  (50).

Heylin, Revolution in the Air, 95.
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experim entation tha t propagated it, Bakshi conflates both the real and 

mythological aspects of Dylan’s life into a fictionalised whole.

The fundam ental support of Dylan's general im pact by Bakshi is further 

attested  to w ithin the context of the story in the d irec to r’s use of Dylan’s ‘Hard 

Rain’. This song appears a t a point when the cam araderie of the perform ing group 

to which the  protagonist belongs is beginning to erode. The ominous po rten t of 

the song has its obvious im plications for the characters (the death of the group’s 

Janis Joplin-inspired lead singer la ter in the film for instance), and supports the 

sentim ent expressed in the song of im pending disaster, prefigured as a 

consequence of hard drug abuse in the la ter 60s in general. This use of the song, in 

a m anner th a t highlights Dylan as a harbinger of change, becom es a stock usage of 

the artist.

American Pop is am ongst the many films tha t locate Dylan’s im portance in 

the burgeoning political and artistic consciousness of the youth culture in the early 

1960s. O ther examples include Oliver Stone’s Born on the Fourth o f July (1989), an 

adaptation of the autobiography of the sam e nam e by paraplegic Vietnam War 

veteran Ron Kovic. Early in the film, Kovic’s b ro ther can be heard singing 'The 

Times They Are a-Changin", before Kovic is dispatched to Vietnam. The song is 

perform ed on guitar by Kovic’s b ro ther Tommy, who is developing a political 

consciousness tha t conflicts w ith the gung-ho patrio tism  of the protagonist. The 

song has foreboding resonance for the character of Kovic, w hose idealism is 

shattered  by his experiences abroad.

W hen Kovic re tu rns from Vietnam, now confined to a wheelchair, his 

increasingly jaundiced perspective is encapsulated w hen he m eets his old flame 

Donna in New York. As the two see each other a t a busy train  station, the lyrics to 

'A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’ are heard non-diegetically (at first), w ith the ir highly 

applicable lines played out over the ir reunion:

Oh, w here have you been, my blue-eyed son?
Oh, w here have you been, my darling young one?
I’ve w alked and I’ve craw led on six crooked highways
I’ve been out in front of a dozen dead oceans
I’ve been ten thousand miles in the m outh of a graveyard



208

Initially, the am biance of the female singer's vocals suggests tha t the questions are 

being asked w ordlessly by Donna. The film then cuts to a small music venue, 

w here a singer perform s the song from the stage. Donna explains to Kovic th a t she 

is joining a p ro test over the Kent State University shootings tha t occurred 4 May 

1970. The following day, Kovic accom panies Donna to a rally, w here he w itnesses 

first-hand the police brutality  against Donna and the o ther dem onstrators. By 

including Dylan's song in the music venue, director Stone connects Donna's 

radicalism to the sen tim ent of Dylan's song, configuring it as a dialogue in the 

afterm ath of a Vietnam veteran 's re tu rn  home. It also subtly im plicates the song's 

politics w ith the anti-Vietnam protests seen in the film.

Stone's pointed use of earlier Dylan m aterial (particularly as the 1963-70 

interim  allowed for a large selection of chronologically viable songs to choose 

from), especially in the setting of a coffee house and the climate of Vietnam, 

implicitly links to an older, idealized Dylan of Greenwich Village. This implies the 

politically-charged nature of the songs, and their applicability to the anti-w ar 

movement. Conventional usage of the early folk m aterial is in evidence here.^^

An analogous use and sim ilar conception of Dylan's coffee house persona 

can be found in Forrest Gump (1994]. In a film with a rich am ount of period pop 

songs, Dylan is evoked twice, with the songs 'Blowin' in the Wind' and 'All Along 

the W atchtow er'. The la tter song is heard  in Jimi Hendrix’s famous cover 

arrangem ent, and is used as a p a rt of the Vietnam sequences—a use common to 

this version. 'Blowin' in the Wind', however, is used in a m anner tha t suggests a 

strong association w ith the earnest, socially conscious folk scene of the  early 

1960s.

The film features an extended subplot w here the character Jenny, 

portrayed by actress Robin W right, becom es part of the hippie m ovem ent in the 

1960s and the 1970s/1980s drug culture, as a parallel to the 'm ainstream ' arc of 

Tom Hanks' titu lar character. In a scene taking place during Jenny's college years, 

she tells Forrest of her aspiration to be a folksinger:

The film Five Corners also locates 'The Times They Are A-Changin” at a formative point in a 
character’s emerging political activism. Tim Robbins’ protagonist Harry, as part of his newfound  
pacifism, listens to the song, which is contextualised as an indicator of his nascent societal 
awareness. His com m itm ent is confirmed in the film's subplot w here Harry w ishes to go to 
Mississippi with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) to protest racial injustice.
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I w ant to be famous. 1 want to be a singer, like Joan Baez. 1 just w ant to be 
on an empty stage, with my guitar, my voice, just me. And I w ant to reach 
people on a personal level. 1 w ant to be able to say things, just one to one.^^

Her character espouses a romanticized view of the folksinger, as someone 

simultaneously famous and capable of reaching a large audience, yet at the same 

time on a more intimate level, 'just one to one'.

This trajectory is continued later in the film, where the film shows jenny 

working as a topless performer who goes by the name of'Bobby Dylan'. The song 

she chooses to perform is Dylan's 'Biowin' in the Wind', which she performs on 

guitar while in the nude until she is heckled by the patrons. She is ultimately taken 

away from the crowd by Forrest, who comforts her outside.

The set-up of the scene again takes a semi-romanticized notion of the 

folksinger and Dylan's early songwriting, positioning them as aspirational 

material, and indicative of an idealized and optimistic flowering of conscience and 

empathy. This is discernible in jenny's dialogue: ‘1 w ant to reach people on a 

personal level [...] just one to one'. What emerges from the scene of Jenny's topless 

performance is the compromise that the character must endure in order to be able 

to in some way to fulfil her wishes. In this way it positions the sentim ent of Dylan’s 

song as ephemeral, stressing fragility and vulnerability in the m anner in which the 

song is performed (Jenny is literally laid bare in front of the audience], and its 

unsustainability in the presence of mob-like crowd. This idealism, as symbolized 

by Jenny's genuinely naked and earnest performance, is accentuated by the later 

inclusion of the other Dylan song 'All Along the Watchtower'. This song's 

tumultuous performance by Hendrix supersedes the subtle, acoustic nature of 

Dylan's earlier material, and by extension, the milieu of Jenny's tenuous optimism 

and fragile sensibilities. Both Jenny's understanding of the folksinger livelihood, 

and her  choice of stage name and song, underline a fundamental conception (and 

use) of Dylan as a standard-bearer for a mom ent of optimism and hope in the 

historical arc of the 1960s, as in American Pop.

In director Nancy Savoca's Dogfight (1991], set in San Francisco during the 

Vietnam W ar (1963-66], Dylan is pu t to a similar use. The film explores the 

relationship between a young marine named Birdlace (played by River Phoenix],

18 Director Robert Zemeckis also show s a poster of folksinger Joan Baez on the wall.
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on his way to Vietnam, and a young woman. Rose [Lih Taylor). In this film, Dylan 

and the folk-revival of the early 60s are connected with an earnest desire for 

political and social activism. Dylan, however, is used a complex fashion, positioned 

as a proponent of early-60s positivism by his association with others in the folk 

movement, but also as a challenging and fraught musical presence, who forebodes 

near-traumatic personal change. While of a piece with other uses of Dylan 

[specifically in The Wanderers, which will be looked at soon], Dogfight locates 

Dylan in a larger folk movement, before situating him a more personal context.

In an encounter occurring later in the film. Rose invites Birdlace to her 

room. Mounted on the wall are posters of numerous folk musicians, among them 

Dylan, Pete Seeger, Woody Guthrie, and Joan Baez, who Rose identifies as her 

favourite. Rose has already been established as a fan of folk music. After being 

humiliated by Birdlace and his friends in the early stages of the story, she returns 

to her home, and kneeling by her record player, listens to Joan Baez's rendition of 

the traditional ballad 'Silver Dagger’, with its highly applicable lyrics to Rose’s 

recent mistreatment:

All men are false, says my m other
They'll tell you wicked, lovin' lies
They very next evening, they’ll court another
Leave you alone to pine and sigh

Rose's position in relation to the music is significant; knelling beside the record 

turntable, she leans on it for both emotional and tactile comfort. Her identification 

with the song's subject m atter and the singer Joan Baez is an early indicator of her 

vulnerability and romantic nature. Her affinity with the material and the 

perform er is twinned with her sensitive disposition, and her aspiration to do more 

than work in her mother's restaurant. As she earlier explained to Birdlace: 'I want 

to get out there. Have an effect on the world. You know what I'd like to do? I want 

to join the Peace Corps. Or maybe go down South and help out there.' In a later 

discussion about folk music, after her reconciliation with Birdlace, she reveals a 

deep affinity with the more socially aware and 'authentic' brand of folk music: 

'Peter, Paul & Mary are not real folk-singers. Real folk singers write their own 

stuff Say what's on their minds. They are the ones that can make things happen. 

Their music can change the world’. When Birdlace mocks the folk song 'We Shall
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Overcome', Rose takes personal offence. Her innocent idealism, as encapsulated by 

her understanding of folk music, situates her character at a particular level of 

em otional m aturity, which is made to grow  and evolve by her relationship with 

Birdlace.

In their nervous encounter in Rose's bedroom , Rose plays Elizabeth 

Cotton’s 'Shake Sugaree' on her record player. As before. Rose takes com fort from 

a female voice, particularly in this intim ate situation. 'Shake Sugaree’ is sung by 

Cotton's granddaughter, w hose tim bre m atches the bashful and inexperienced 

Rose. After initial hesitancy, Rose and Birdlace have gotten into bed together, and 

there  is a cut to an insert of the turn tab le  switching records. In this shot, the cover 

of Dylan's Freewheelin’ alhum  is m ade visible. The song ‘Don't Think Twice, It's All 

Right' plays, at first diegetically as the couple kiss under the covers, before a 

gradual ascent in volume signals a m ove to a non-diegetic level. The switch to 

Dylan a t this point is indicative of a move into uncharted te rrito ry  for Rose, as the 

childlike, female voice of 'Shake Sugaree' is substitu ted  for Dylan's husky tim bre. 

Film critic Sheila O'Malley has com m ented on the change to a masculine view point 

in the scene when Dylan is heard: ‘W hen it comes time for him to take charge. Bob 

Dylan is there. They don 't make love for the first time listening to Joan Baez. T hat’s 

too exclusionary, too much HER w orld’.̂  ̂ The song’s first verse plays as Rose 

relaxes and consents to Birdlace's affections, who takes a proactive role in 

em bracing her. There is subsequently a cut to a w ide-shot of the exterior of Rose’s 

house after som e tim e has elapsed. At the steps to Rose’s home, Birdlace says his 

farewells to her, and the song continues to play as the m arine runs up the em pty 

stree t to a rendezvous w ith his fellow soldiers, before being faded out after its 

th ird  verse.

The song is positioned as a rite of passage for the sexually inexperienced 

Rose and Birdlace. The song's lyrics reveal a w ounded narra to r's  a ttem pt to 

overcom e the grief of a failed relationship by dismissing and negating the im pact 

of his form er partner. For Rose, it presages Birdlace's speedy dism issal of her; on 

the bus th a t evening, en rou te  to his to u r of duty, he discards Rose's address. For 

Birdlace, the lyrics resonate w ith his unwillingness to allow the sensitive Rose to

Sheila O'Malley, ‘Nancy Savoca’s Dogfight: An IM Discussion Between Matt Zoller Seitz and Sheila 
O’Malley' (http://w w w .sheilaom allev.com /?p=33135 . 26 February 2014).
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influence his personality, particularly in the company of his friends and the 

machismo of the environment he is soon to be immersed in. It also signals his 

eventual realization of his dependence on and attachment to Rose. The first verse, 

for example, shows the flinty perspective adopted by the narrator, w^hose attempts 

to distance himself from his feelings of need become more accentuated with each 

successive verse;

It ain’t no use to sit and wonder why, babe
It don’t matter, anyhow
An' it ain’t no use to sit and wonder why, babe
If you don’t know by now
When your rooster crows at the break of dawn
Look out your window and I’ll be gone
You’re the reason I’m trav’lin’ on
Don't think twice, it’s all right

That the song is indicative of Birdlace’s disposition is established in increments. 

While the song plays in Rose's bedroom, it continues outside after some time has 

elapsed, commentating on their relationship even as they emerge from the room. 

After the characters say their goodbyes, director Savoca then features a long, 

unbroken wide-shot of Birdlace running up the empty street, while the song 

continues to play on the soundtrack. As Birdlace becomes the focus of the end of 

the sequence (and the lynchpin to the next], there is a suggestion that the song’s 

lyrics are now a reflection or commentary on Birdlace's feelings. There are also 

subtle suggestions of Birdlace's relationship to the biographical Dylan, and Rose’s 

relationship to two of Dylan's early-60s partners, Joan Baez and Suze Rotolo. In 

the editing process, director Savoca juxtaposes the cover of The Freewheelin' Bob 

Dylan, where Dylan's then-girlfriend Rotolo clings to him on a snowy New York 

street, and follows it with the shot of Birdlace and Rose together in bed (see fig. 1). 

Birdlace occupies the same side of the frame, and a giddy Rose mirrors the 

cheerful Rotolo on the cover.
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Figure 1; The cover of D ylan’s second  a lbum  is echoed  by th e  positio n in g  of B irdlace and  
Rose. B irdlace, in tan d em  w ith  the  choice o f song  an d  th e  a lbum  cover, is th e  d o m in an t 
p resen ce .

That the lyrics are indicative of Birdlace's self-castigation and attempt to bury his 

sensitivity is accentuated in the film’s denouement. Having discarded Rose’s 

address the night of their last encounter, he returns home from Vietnam in 1966, 

and meets up with Rose. For the film’s ending, the two embrace in a shot-reverse- 

shot; Rose’s expression is one of pity, and Birdlace's one of need and regret. The 

song's ultimately painful and wounded tone is experienced by both the 

protagonists, yet by connecting Dylan’s voice to Birdlace, and Rose to Baez and 

Rotolo, the choice of ‘Don't Think Twice' indicates Dylan’s signalling of an 

emerging complexity and maturity that is fraught with distressing self

confrontation. Birdlace, who earlier in the film betrays an ignorance and 

insensitivity to folk music, is connected to Dylan by the film’s end, having in some 

ways been made to internalise and reflect the content of'Don't Think T w i c e ' . H i s

20 Dylan, in talking about the song in 1963, pointed out its self-directed qualities: 'A lot of people 
make it sort of a love song—slow and easy-going. But it isn’t  a love song. It’s a statem ent that 
maybe you can say to make yourself feel better. It’s as if you w ere talking to yourself.’ See Nat 
Hentoff, liner notes for The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, compact disc Columbia 5123482, 2003, 5.
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need for Rose’s affection in the final shots can be seen as a recognition of his 

dependency. Rose hkewise in having encountered Birdlace with all of his 

contradictions and faux-bravado is ultimately able to sympathise with him in the 

film's last moments. As a veteran, the neighbourhood he returns to is very 

different; he is accosted by a hippie on the street ('Hey man, how many babies did 

you kill?’). Rose’s prior experiences with Birdlace facilitate her level of tolerance 

and maturity. Although the film’s ending is a long-held embrace between the two 

characters, subtle body language from the two actors suggests Rose’s ability to 

emerge from the embrace more readily. In close-up shots of the actors’ faces, 

Taylor’s eyes dart restlessly, while Phoenix’s are held level and intent; the 

embrace is an acknowledgement of need on his part, while hers is empathy and 

support. That Rose is the more mature and independent of the pair by the film’s 

end is part of the music’s impact. As predicted by Dylan’s song, the swagger of the 

narrator’s stance towards his partner is defensive posturing, and the bluster 

conceals a deep-seated need for acknowledgement. 'Don’t Think Twice’ also 

signals the stronger role for Rose in the aftermath their encounter, and marks the 

development of her character. As the apparent object of the song’s affections, she 

is placed in a position of autonomy and strength by the film’s conclusion, 

suggested by Birdlace’s need to see her, and the warmth she displays, in contrast 

to alien streets of San Francisco that Birdlace returns to.

Importantly, the difficult realizations undergone by both characters are 

ultimately seen as positive character development; their journeys to their relative 

plateaus of maturity and empathy being borne out by Rose’s lack of censure, and 

Birdlace’s acceptance of his vulnerability. Dylan's music in this respect represents 

a positive transition, and fits with the idealized conception of Dylan as a facilitator 

of this level of change.

The ideological identification of filmmakers with Dylan in the cases of Born 

on the Fourth o f July, American Pop, Forrest Gump and Dogfight are all united by 

their use of pre-electric Dylan, and have a similar period setting of the early 1960s. 

This acquiescence with Dylan's venerated qualities and his mainstream cultural 

impact, however, is not confined to evocations of the acoustic folk material. Other

These alternatively can be found under the 'Discover' tab in the album's entry on Dylan's official 
website: http://w vyw .bobdvlan.eom /us/m usic/freew heelin-bob-dvlan#.
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films employing Dylan's post-e lectric  m ateria l also comply w ith  estab lished  

cultural im pressions of the artist, linking up w ith  p r io r  contexts and  usages  of a 

given song. The aim in these  cases is to show  an allegiance to — and d raw  sem antic  

nuance  f rom — previously  existing textual uses.

To give a b r ie f  i llustration of this, an example m ight be  found in the  

d ra m a /fa n ta s y  film Lawn Dogs (1997), w h e re  the  lead charac te r  spends  tim e with 

his es tranged  and  term inally  ill father. ‘Knockin’ on Heaven's Door' plays non- 

diegetically for the b r ie f  scene w h e re  the  son and  father sh a re  a qu ie t  m o m en t  

w ith  each o th e r  after a falling-out in the  previous scene. The title and  lyrics are  

unam biguously  literal and directly  applicable to the  elderly  character. The 

fa the r— dim inished in mental and  physical s t re n g th — is a Korean W ar veteran. 

Doted on by his wife, the  con ten t of the  verses, such as 'Mama p u t  m y guns in the  

g round  /  I can 't shoo t  them  anym ore ',  clearly evoke his dom estic  s itua tion  and 

m ilitary  history. The scene too is com posed  in such a w ay  as to m ake a visual 

refe rence  to the  scene in Sam Peckinpah 's Pat Garrett and  Billy the Kid, for which 

'Heaven 's Door' w as originally written . This gives the  song and its new  con tex t in 

Lawn Dogs ano the r  layer of textual continuity  and  reinforcem ent, sm ooth ing  ou t 

in te rp re ta t ive  anom alies and  ultim ately  functioning in sym pathy  w ith  the  original 

in ten tions  and  effect of the  song.

Sam Mendes' Am erican Beauty  (1999) also finds itself in sym pathy  no t only 

w ith  an  estab lished  sen tim en t  of the  song, b u t  with Dylan's role in its writing. The 

song in question  is ‘All Along the  W atch tow er ' from Dylan's 1967 a lbum  John 

W esley Harding. Am erican Beauty  uses  Dylan's original vers ion  of the  song— an 

in te res ting  act owing to the  proliferation of Jimi Hendrix 's famous cover version. 

As the  Am erican l i te ra tu re  scholar Russell Reising contends, 'W atch tow er ' finds 

Dylan placing an em phasis  on t ru th  telling, and ‘not talking falsely in the  face of 

im m edia te  and  p re se n t  dangers'.^i The film’s protagonist, Lester Burnham, played 

by  Kevin Spacey, rebels  against the  d rea r iness  of his life, and  com m its  to 'telling 

the  t ru th  and  to recovering  the  energy, intensity, and  d ream s of his y o u th . '22 Par t

21 R ussell Reising, ‘Covering and U n(covering) the Truth w ith  "All A long the W atchtower": From  
Dylan to  Hendrix and B eyond,’ in Play i t  Again: Cover Songs in P opular Music, George P lasketes (ed.) 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2 0 1 0 ), 1 5 3 -1 7 5  (157).
22 Reising, ‘From Dylan to  Hendrix,’ 157.
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of his newfound energy is expressed in his commitment to weight-hfting, 

whereupon we hear the first verse of 'All Along the Watchtower':

"There must be some way out of here," said the joker to the thief 
"There’s too much confusion, I can’t get no relief 
Businessmen, they drink my wine, plowmen dig my earth 
None of them along the line know what any of it is worth"

When the scene is reprised at the end of the film. The Who’s song The Seeker’ is 

playing, which features lyrics asking the Beatles and 'Bobby Dylan’ for what the 

narrator seeks. Reising suggests that there was indeed 'some way out of here’ for 

Burnham, in that the character ultimately gets relief from the confusion of his 

bourgeois existence as he decides to no longer 'talk falsely’ (Burnham’s avoidance 

of talking to his family is seen as symbolic of this mind-set).

That Mendes uses Dylan’s 'W atchtower’ also has an aesthetic appeal to the 

story. Burnham’s wish to return to a prior state ('1 feel like I’ve been in a coma for 

about twenty years, and I’m just now waking up’] has a resonance with the sound 

of John Wesley Harding, which marked a major stylistic change for Dylan after the 

heavily amplified Blonde on Blonde (1966]. Its musical and lyrical asceticism, while 

not connected to Burnham’s mood, has a connection to the Burnham’s hostility to 

the accumulations of habit and routine. Reising suggests that Burnham’s 'moment 

of tru th ’ has elements of deferred adolescent rebellion and feeling 'that life is but a 

joke’.23 That Burnham returns to the Dylan original is indicative of a broader 

attem pt to remove layers of artifice and return to a more truthful, honest state. 

Burham’s transformation, one on a comparatively small scale, is also reflected in 

the song. As pointed out by Reising; 'The folkiness of Dylan’s original resonates 

beautifully with the litotic, even banal, nature of Burnham’s own 

transform ation’.̂ ^

Just as American Beauty uses the original 'W atchtower’ as an aural analogy 

to the onscreen character’s return to simplicity, a director likewise can use a re

recording of a Dylan song to emphasis aspects of the protagonist. In 'Life Lessons’, 

Martin Scorsese’s contribution to the anthology film New York Stories (1989], 

Dylan’s 'Like a Rolling Stone’ is featured, but not in its original studio version from

Reising, 'From Dylan to Hendrix,’ 157. 
Reising, 'From Dylan to Hendrix,’ 159.
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1965. Instead, Scorsese uses a version taken from Dylan’s 1974 tour and collected 

on the live album Before the Flood (1974).

Nick Nolte plays a womanizing painter, both exploitative and needy of his 

protegee-lover-assistant [Rosanna A rq u e tte ).A rq u e tte 's  character Paulette has 

attem pted to end their arrangement, but remains with Nolte's character Lionel 

Dobie as a means of entry into the New York art scene. Dobie meanwhile feeds off 

his tumultuous relationship with Paulette, using the pain of her rejections to feed 

his creativity. As Scorsese explained to interviewer Richard Schickel: 'He’s 

enjoying the emotional turmoil, maybe the pain of the whole situation, which he 

has induced. And ultimately it feeds into his work’.̂ ^

After Dobie castigates Paulette for her faltering confidence, she retreats to 

her room where she makes a call to her parents, consenting to return home. Dobie 

is frustrated at the crassness of his advice to her, and recommences painting on a 

large canvas. He presses play on his stereo, and the song is Dylan’s live ‘Like a 

Rolling Stone'.

Dylan’s lyrics intersect with the scene (and the entirety of film) in 

numerous ways. 'Like a Rolling Stone’ from its original recording in 1965 is a 

strophic song, ostensibly an invective directed towards a girl who has recognised 

the shallowness and insincerity of her relationship with others. The song, 

however, works on a number of levels, not least as a soliloquy aimed at the 

narrator himself. Scorsese recognises and accentuates the dualistic quality of the 

song, and by focusing on the third and fourth verses, positions the song to speak 

both for Paulette and Dobie.

Paulette's conversation with her parents is comprised of snatches of 

dialogue, and the diegetic music coming from Dobie's studio remains audible 

throughout. Scorsese begins half-way through the song, on the third strophe. 

While Paulette's short sentences are clearly enunciated, ‘Like a Rolling Stone' is 

mixed higher at particular junctures in the lyrics, positioning them as a 

commentary on her situation. The interspersal of Dylan's singing around her 

conversation foregrounds certain sentiments that resonate with her situation.

25 Richard Schickel, Conversations with Scorsese (New York: Random House, 2011), 179.
26 Schickel, Conversations, 179-80 .
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When Paulette says 'I wanna go back to school', the lyrics heard immediately 

afterwards are:

You never understood that it ain't no good
You shouldn't let other people get your kicks for you

The last line speaks to the nature of Dobie's parasitic dependence on her. After 

Paulette asks, 'Can I come home for a little while?' Dylan can be heard singing:

You used to ride on the chrome horse with your diplomat 
Who carried on his shoulder a Siamese cat 
Ain't it hard when you discover that 
He really wasn’t where it's at

Since Paulette's dialogue with her mother is conducted on the telephone, the 

audience is not privy to her parent’s response. Instead, it is substituted by Dylan's 

lyrics. ‘Ain't it hard when you discover that /  He really wasn't where it's at' is an 

emphatic line here, chastising Paulette from a near-parental perspective. Her last 

words before returning to Dobie's work space are 'I hate it here', to which Dylan 

can be heard 'responding': 'After he took from you everything he could steal’, 

completing the sense of the verse and furthering the contextual resonance with 

Paulette.

Returning to the studio section of the loft where Dobie works, the music as 

emanating from the stereo’s speakers is seen as oppressive and deafening to 

Paulette, who tries without success to get Dobie's attention over the volume. 

Dobie, however, is experiencing an acute burst of inspiration, and is focused on the 

canvas. In a series of alternating shots, Scorsese proceeds to set up a scenario 

whereby Paulette stands back and 'falls back in love with painting and with the 

artistry of Lionel D o b i e ' . Intercut with a medium shot that gradually zooms 

closer to Paulette, we see her sense of wonder and awe, both at Dobie's skill, but 

also at what she has brought out in the artist. That she has become enraptured by 

w hat she has engendered in Dobie is made explicit by the painting itself—Scorsese 

zooms in on a detail of the large canvas to reveal a female face emerging from the 

paintwork. In Scorsese’s treatm ent of Dobie’s shots, the director uses a multitude 

of close-ups, medium shots and inserts of the painting process, from the palette, to

27 Vincent LoBrutto, Martin Scorsese: A Biography (Westport: Praeger, 2008), 292.
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the canvas, to Dobie’s rap t expressions. The rhythm  of the cutting is 

interconnected to the sound of the music. Dylan's chorus of'H ow  does it feel?' has 

the trium phant exultation of Dobie’s bu rst of creativity.

While the pov^/er and aggression of the perform ance is suggestive of Dobie's 

com m and over the canvas, passages in the lyrics continue to resonate  w/ith 

Paulette. As her expression tu rns to one of enthrallm ent, parts of the song's fourth 

verse appear to relate directly to the pair's  relationship:

You used to be so am used
At Napoleon in rags and the language tha t he used 
Go to him now, he calls you, you can 't refuse

‘Napoleon in rags' w orks in tandem  with the shabbily d ressed—and dictatorial 

side—of Dobie. The line encouraging her to ‘go to him now' is synchronised with a 

shot of Paulette, who appears fixated and won over anew  by Dobie's talent. A line 

in the chorus: ‘No direction home' likewise infers her self-im posed en trapm ent 

and inability to untangle herself from her situation. W hen the song is reprised  at 

the end of the film, and Paulette has resolved to finally leave Dobie, Scorsese times 

a gap in their last conversation so as to foreground Dylan’s line: ‘As you stare  into 

the vacuum of his eyes’.

While the song resonates w ith Paulette, o ther passages in the lyrics seem to 

connect w ith Dobie. The last line of the fourth verse, for instance, features motifs 

tha t reappear later in the film:

W hen you got nothing, you got nothing to lose 
You're invisible now, you got no secrets to conceal

In the last stages of the story, Dobie has enraged Paulette w ith his jealously. When 

she taun ts him, he th rea tens her with physical abuse:

I could do anything. You know why? Because I'm nothing to you, so who 
cares? [...] 1 could do anything, because I'm nothing; I'm the invisible man 
w ith you.28

Life Lessons is based Dostoyevsky’s The Gambler, which, as Scorsese explains, provided the 
dialogue for this scene: 'We took a scene right from "The Gambler" and put it in there, where he 
says, "You don’t exist for me," when she’s in the kitchen. "I can do anything ’cause I’m the invisible 
man to you," he says. That dialogue is from "The Gambler."' See Schickel, Conversations, 181. 'Like a
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Dobie's confirmation of his abusive nature is indicative of ‘having no secrets to 

conceal', while the 'invisibility' he feels in her presence is at once liberating and an 

admittance of the self-loathing he feels.^^ That Scorsese uses the song's lyrics to 

comment on the characters’ dilemma is part of the process by which he supports 

the surface import of the song; the choice of the Before the Flood recording 

furthers the connection to Dobie's art. As the song is a live performance, its 

ephemeral and spontaneous facets are stressed. The performance is a brash and 

forceful rendition, indicative of a euphonic, in-the-moment expression that echoes 

with Dobie's sudden passionate involvement in his painting. By not using the 

conventional studio version and highlighting the song’s performative qualities, 

Scorsese contextualises the song as analogous to the dynamism and improvisatory 

nature of Dobie’s impassioned brushstrokes.

The aforementioned films have been unified by a supportive attitude to the 

received meanings of their given songs. In each case, the integration of the lyrics 

has been one of congruence with the surface import of the material. A degree of 

literalism is in evidence in the way each film has adapted the songs' lyrics so as to 

be taken as un-ironic commentary on their respective narratives. This is 

discernible initially in the series of period films under discussion: Oliver Stone's 

use of ‘The Times They Are A-Changin" for example takes the song's narrative and 

uses it as a foreboding evocation of the coming turmoil in America. ‘Don’t Think 

Twice, It’s All Right’, as found in the 1963-set film Dogfight, illustrates the irony at 

the centre of the song in the film’s final scene by exposing and underlining its 

narrator’s wilful pretence to self-sufficiency. Outside the context of the early 

1960s, however, more modern contexts also adapt Dylan material in a m anner 

supportive of a literal, structuralist stance. When Dylan sings the line 'No direction 

home’ in Life Lessons, Paulette segues easily into the role of the song’s 'Miss 

Lonely’ who also cannot find a way ‘home’. The tirade directed at a callow female 

also unites the song's addressee with film’s main character, again reinforcing a 

sense of a patterned order in the usage, and employing the song’s conventional

Rolling Stone’, as such, may have been used to evoke a deliberate reference to the text of the 
screenplay.
2’ It is of note that the large canvas that Dobie works on throughout the film is an abstract 
representation of a burning bridge, and as such is highly symbolic for the character. He later tells 
Paulette: ‘Hell, I was married four times since before you were even born’.
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meaning to enrich the narrative. There are other ways, however, that filmmakers 

employ the surface meaning of the song, but put it instead to an ironic or a satiric 

use. This is the category under discussion next.

6 .3.2 Subversive and Satirical Uses

This approach, and second category of Dylan’s cinematic usage, is one that 

problematizes or subverts the obvious reading of the song, implying a sense of 

criticism, irony, or satirical intent. These instances are often used by the 

filmmaker with the original context in mind, and w hat might be the assumed 

recognition—at least partially—of said context by the audience. A mark of these 

uses is a willingness on the filmmaker’s behalf to expose what might be thought of 

as the textual subconscious, where meanings expressed may be contradictory to 

the surface meaning. This can be put in the service of conveying textual disunity, 

and to upset a sense of a fixed representational value for the given song.

An example of this can be found in director Hugh Hudson's Lost Angels 

[1989). Having been placed in a psychiatric hospital for violent behaviour, the 

teenage protagonist arrives home to find that his m other has snubbed him in 

favour of a lavish party at their house. A group of guests are gathered around a 

piano, singing Donovan's 'Mellow Yellow’ and Dylan’s 'Mr. Tambourine Man’ in the 

style of parlour music. As filtered through the sensibilities of the protagonist, the 

audience is encouraged to see the party of upper-class socialites as false, 

materialistic and self-absorbed. By performing counterculture material in facile, 

karaoke renditions, the songs' subversive connotations with the 1960s drug and 

youth culture are neutralised. Their original transgressive and psychedelic 

qualities, imbued in the songs’ hallucinogenic overtones, are reframed as nostalgic 

sing-alongs for the baby boomer generation. In linking the songs to the oblivious, 

sheltered social-climbers of the party, the songs are by extension part of the 

parodic and self-centred adult world detested by the young protagonist. This 

generation's posited falseness is accentuated by the music that the protagonist 

most identifies with, namely late-1980s hard rock. In the immediate aftermath of 

the party scene, the protagonist steals his mother's car and speeds away while The 

Cure's 'Fascination Street' is heard—its gothic, introverted quality appealing much 

more to the alienated youth than the music of his parent's generation. In a case
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like this, the filmmal<ers show an awareness of the songs' significance to the baby 

boomer generation, along with the songs’ original credibility in the decade of its 

composition. Yet in the context of the story, the songs are presented as retrograde, 

nostalgic and anachronistic, and removed from the youthful and transgressive 

contexts from which they emerged. As contrasted with aggressive 80s rock as well 

as 'new wave’ and gothic movements, these songs are associated with the old, the 

conservative, and the out of touch, thus subverting their original sound and effect.

This usage of a quintessential 1960s song could arguably imply the 

diminished appeal of Dylan as a Voice’ relevant to the youth culture—his 

longevity in this circumstance coming under scrutiny, and tied to baby boomer 

nostalgia. In a related area to this, Dylan's implied status as a paragon of 

progressive change and transformative import is not immune to censure. An area 

where some filmmakers have sought to address this is in the sexual politics found 

in certain of Dylan's songs. To illustrate this, 'Just Like a Woman’ is an ideal fit, as 

the song has, on occasion, been interpreted as chauvinistic and discriminatory. 

Its subversion by filmmakers is in evidence in the following two films under 

discussion, Coming Home (1978] and More American Graffiti (1979].

Coming Home follows a young woman Sally's (Jane Fonda] affair with a 

paraplegic Vietnam veteran Luke (Jon Voight] whom she encounters while her 

husband is overseas. Director Hal Ashby blankets the film with period music from 

the 1960s and 1970s, particularly that of the Rolling Stones. Dylan's 'Just Like a 

Woman’ forms part of this scene-setting aural palette. While the film concerns 

Vietnam (specifically the aftermath of the war and its effects on the relationships 

of the veterans], Dylan is evoked in a mixture of first-person commentary and a 

wry external perspective on Jane Fonda's character.

Extending non-diegetically over four scenes, snippets of Dylan's lyric are 

interweaved to act as commentary on the characters' personal predicaments. 

Sally, as established early in the film, is not a rebellious character and defers to her 

husband's judgement. However, in her husband's absence, she begins to behave

30 Paul Williams, Bob Dylan: Performing A rtist 1 960-1973  (London: Omnibus, 2004), 1 9 0 -91 . Noted 
literary critic Christopher Ricks has m ore recently addressed the subject; see Katherine Rietberg, 
'BU professor visits Barnard, discusses Bob Dylan and m isogyny’
fhttp://spectrum .colum biaspectator.com /arts/bu-professor-visits-barnard-discusses-bob-dylan- 
and-misogvnv. 23 May 2013).
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m ore  impulsively. V olunteering as a nurse  a t the  VA hospital, Sally's she lte red  

existence is b rough t  into relief by the  experiences of the  veterans, w ho  perceive 

h e r  naivete  and inexperience. ‘Just Like a W om an ' upon  its appearance  becom es a 

p a r t  of this tone of condescension, b u t  is also fea tu red  as p a r t  of the  Sally's 

grow ing  capacity for independence.

In a scene se t  a t  the  VA hospital, a fellow p a tien t  tells Luke of his recen t  

t raum atic  flashbacks. Luke appears  unaffected, and  continues to w atch  the 

television. At this point, the  l is tener  hea rs  the  song 's opening  lines: 'Nobody feels 

any  pain ' playing non-diegetically  on the soundtrack . The bed-bound  Voight's 

to rp o r  is paralle led  by Dylan's lyric, w he reu p o n  w e cut to Fonda's  Sally a t  home, 

w'atching Robert Kennedy's reaction to  the  dea th  of Martin Luther King on h e r  

television. In a pale d ress ing  gown, and  in soft-focus in the  mild light of a vanity  

m irror ,  she  applies m o is tu r ise r  to he r  face, w ith the  song 's lyric ‘But lately I see 

h e r  r ibbons and he r  bow s  /  Have fallen from h e r  curls' a rriv ing on a close-up of 

h e r  ha ir  in curlers [see  fig. 2 ) .  Her insulation com es to the  fore th rough  the 

d isem bod ied  lyrics. As she observes  the m om en tous  even t from a detached  

distance, she is still focused on h e r  visage in the  m irro r .  Dylan's lyric implies her  

eventual em ergence  from  this she lte red  existence (m etaphorica lly  suggested  by 

the  fem inine accou trem en ts  of the  r ibbons and  bow s 'falling' away) and  is 

connected  in a literal sen se  to the  scene  by being tw inned  w ith  the  image of Sally’s 

ha ir  in curlers.

Figure 2: Sally regards her own reflection. Her femininity is emphasised and the use of 
the mirror bounces her own image back to her, hinting at her myopia.
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In this guise, Dylan's lyrics are seen to highlight a deficiency in Fonda's character, 

and suggest a gentle criticism of her interiority. Yet as director Ashby continues 

the song into the next scene, the song's questionable sexual politics are 

highlighted.

Cutting to the next day, when Sally is helping Luke and others from their 

bus, she rails against the VA hospital committee's lack of interest in the welfare of 

the patients. She asks if she is naive, eliciting the condescension of the veterans. 

Luke is too jaded to take her fulminations seriously, and patronises her by 

referring to her appearance: 'You’re beautiful when you’re excited’. The scene 

ends with Dylan's voice elevated to prominence on the line 'Yes I believe it’s time 

for us to quit’. Dylan's lyric echoes Luke's sentiments, this time applicable to the 

cynicism by which he deflects Fonda's idealism—the sense of 'quitting’ aligned 

with his pessimism. We then cut to Sally, walking on the fringe of the indoor 

swimming pool where Luke is exercising. The camera lingers on Luke as he gazes 

up at her from the water. The verse heard includes the lines:

When we meet again
Introduced as friends
Please don’t let on that you knew me when
I was hungry and it was your world

As Luke watches her intently before quickly pulling away, the line 'I was hungry 

and it was your world’ has a poignant resonance with Voight’s emerging feelings 

of love towards her, as he imagines—and quickly represses—the idea of a 

romance with a married VA volunteer. The 'hunger’ of the lyric seems to address 

his repressed affection, while the evocation of two worlds, one inhabited by her 

and the other by him, suggests the distance he feels his disability puts him from 

Sally.
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Figure 3: Later, as Vi dries her hair, Sally cannot escape the influx of social disturbance, as 
the song’s final line 'But you break just like a little girl’ highlights her stunted maturity.

The next and final cut takes us back to Sally at home, having her hair blow- 

dried by her friend Vi, as the final chorus plays out: ‘Then you ache just like a 

w om an /  But you break just like a little girl’. Sally is contemplative, and her 

rum inative silence is highlighted by Vi’s talkativeness. Sally nascent feelings 

tow ard Luke are beginning to link w ith her g reater understanding of the im pact of 

Vietnam on the returning soldiers. Significantly in this scene, Sally w atches 

w ordlessly as the TV shows footage from the war, while Vi adm its she still cannot 

grasp it fully: ‘God only knows w hat he saw  over there. You know I don’t 

understand  it? He was only in ‘Nam for two w eeks’, (see fig. 3].

The use of Dylan to reflect this earlier, undeveloped stage in the 

relationship betw een Luke and Sally is interesting, as the sentim ents and attitude 

reflected in 'Just Like a W oman’ are presented  as an obstacle, or a hurdle, that 

both characters m ust surm ount. This refers to both Luke's hostility and bias, and 

Sally’s inured role as a sheltered housewife. Rather than an idealised position, the 

song is represen ted  as a transitional one in the full arc of the characters. The song, 

for instance, is an accom panim ent to Sally's em ergence from the passive role as a 

m arine’s wife to a m ore independent and questioning personality. Her cosy 

dom esticity is in terrup ted  and problem atized by w hat she sees on the  TV and her 

experiences a t the hospital. As 'Just Like a W oman' appears to follow her to w ork 

and then  back home, she begins to feel the constraint as heard  in the lyrics, leading 

her to a gradual self-reassessm ent. The m anner in which she is made to feel ‘just 

like a w om an’ are a t once internalised and habitual, as well as propagated by her 

husband and the veterans who are keen to highlight her ‘little girl’ naivete. As her



226

discomfort grows with how she perceives herself and the perception of her by 

others, the accoutrements of traditional and conservative femininity ring more 

hollow, and her outrage hardens into resolve. As it simultaneously patronises and 

expresses deep affection and intimacy, the song is also part of a transition of Jon 

Voight's character. As his respect for Sally increases, his condescension towards 

her inflamed social consciousness recedes, as does his own sense of victimhood. In 

the fullness of the film, Voight's outrage is more outwardly directed, in part 

because of further events in the film, as well as Sally's positive influence.

Such a contextualization of 'Just Like a Woman’ that approaches [and 

implicitly criticises] the problematic content of the song is indicative of a more 

questioning and demurring posture in regards to the song's semantics. While it 

would be misleading to suggest that 'Just Like a Woman’ has an overt meaning that 

Coming Home attempts to counteract, it nonetheless hints at a sense of disunity 

within the song. This deconstructionist vein can be found in the m anner in which 

it posits the song as a halfway-point in the characters’ development. Rather than 

an 'ideal’ or harmonious position (the rapturous performance of 'Like a Rolling 

Stone' in Life Lessons matching the ecstasy of the artist’s 'performance' for 

instance), it is used at a point of instability and flux in the characters’ 

relationships. Luke is inured and embittered, yet is in the process of enacting 

change, while Sally is tenuously becoming more proactive. The film also visualises 

the contradictory impulses in the song. On the one hand, the chorus sees the 

narrator in a position of (supposed) insight and understanding ('but you break 

just like a little girl'), that speaks of both Voight’s toughened persona, and Sally's 

actual ingenuousness. Yet, it also shows us the yearning and melancholy of Voight, 

literally adrift in the swimming pool, feeling powerless to express himself and 

made weaker by his attraction to Sally. The song's restless bridge is notably 

included, where the narrator confesses his dependency and suffering:

It was raining from the first
And I was dying there of thirst
So 1 came in here
And your long-time curse hurts
But what's worse
Is this pain in here
I can’t stay in here
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The bridge too has a built-in relentless; the instability of the lyrics is exacerbated 

by the lack of musical resolution. The return to the tonic is delayed and the 

suspense accentuated by the unfinished lines ['And your long time curse hurts /  

But what's worse’] and Dylan’s near-staccato delivery that punctuates the phrases 

with expectant beats. This absence of textual symmetries, arguably present in the 

song from the outset, is heightened in the context of the visuals and the story of 

Coming Home. To show another example of this transitory and unsettled 

positioning of the song. More American Graffiti features an analogous and more 

overtly satirical usage of the song.

In keeping with this theme of awakened consciousness, two examples can 

be found in More American Graffiti [1979), the sequel to George Lucas’s American 

Graffiti [1973). The film is critical of the hypocrisy and violence inflicted by the 

American government, both in Vietnam as well as on domestic anti-war 

protesters, with authorities depicted as capricious and as exacerbating the dissent 

of the youth. The contrapuntal blanketing of period recordings used in the original 

American Graffiti is again employed, yet to a more downbeat effect by music editor 

Gene Finley. Two Dylan songs are used, with ‘just Like a Woman’ featured in a 

similar context to Coming Home in a scene of nascent female empowerment.

Laurie [Cindy Williams) has fallen out with her possessive husband Steve 

[Ron Howard) after his refusal to allow her to find a job. She takes refuge with her 

brother Andy, where she laments her husband's intransigence, whilst 

simultaneously wishing to tidy her brother’s house, ‘just Like a Woman’ seems to 

speak to the patronisation inherent in her brother’s responses, and to his friend's 

reaction to Laurie. This secondary character gives her a gentle dig in the arm, 

tousling her hair and telling her ‘Buck up kid, you’ll be all right’.

As in Coming Home, the song is an indicator of both Laurie's current status, 

and a juncture in her narrative arc. Laurie gradually radicalises through her 

exposure to police brutality, and the accompanying social revolt. This process 

includes an emergence from a political naivety, where she accepts the rectitude of 

the government and the grounds for the Vietnamese incursion, encapsulated in 

this line of dialogue to her brother: ‘Andy, Andy, you don't think we’d be in 

Vietnam unless the President knew a few things we don't know, huh?’
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As the story unfolds, Dylan’s song is contextualised as a signifier of Laurie 

at a more sheltered stage, before her exposure to public discord. Contemporary 

songs with more overtly radical and empowering messages accompany Laurie’s 

gradual emergence from the domestic sphere. In a later scene, Aretha Franklin’s 

‘Respect’ complements Laurie’s attitude when she speaks in no uncertain term s to 

her husband on the phone (‘Go to hell you sonofabitch’). While delivering a wallet 

to her brother at an anti-war rally—with the The Doors ‘Light My Fire’ playing 

non-diegetically—she becomes embroiled when the police attack the students.

A scene occurring near the film’s end signifies Laurie’s transformation into 

a more socially engaged character. Locked up in the back of police truck with a 

group of female protesters, a girl singing The Supremes’ ‘Baby Love' is slapped by 

an officer. In the ensuing silence, Laurie begins to sing the lyrics, and inspires all 

the others to sing in retaliation. She has become affiliated with a new group 

consciousness and achieved an awareness of the authorities’ fallibility. 

W riter/director Bill L. Norton importantly chooses an all-female prison truck—the 

guard on duty also being female. Laurie not only rejects authority, but an older and 

repressive member of the same sex; having freed herself from inherited gender 

roles, she identifies now with the rebelliousness and diffidence of a younger 

generation of women.

‘Just Like a Woman’, positioned at an earlier point in Laurie's character arc, 

is placed in a conservative, patriarchal context, attached to her patronising 

brother and repressive husband, while ostensibly sympathising with the tearful 

Laurie's childlike breakdown. The ambiguity o f ‘Just Like a Woman', like in Coming 

Home, foregrounds its contradictory impulses by giving them voice in the dialogue 

and actions of the characters. Distressed by her husband's repressiveness, Laurie 

still feels compelled to mother her sibling and clean his house, her ingrained role 

o f ‘wife' and ‘m other’ jostling with her nascent desire to build a career of her own. 

When telling her husband she wants to be more than a mother, his response is 

‘You are more than a mother, you’re a wife’. When she finally rebels in the police 

truck, it is against the physical abuse inflicted by one woman on another. The 

overtones of spousal repression stir her into action—her new assertiveness linked 

to that of the other women in the truck.
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That Dylan is used to accentuate Laurie's emotional immaturity is brought 

full-circle by the use of 'Like a Rolling Stone' featured over the end credits. In 

contrast to the wistful Beach Boys song that closed the original American Graffiti 

(‘All Summer Long'), the snare drum that opens 'Like a Rolling Stone’ sounds 

emancipatory in this context, with the song’s lyrics evoking a break or change 

from the past and a confrontation and assessment of present realities. Lyrically, 

the song is indicative of freedom earned or achieved, whilst simultaneously 

celebratory of the humbling of the narrow-minded or the hubristic. The break 

from the past is embedded in the lyrics; the phrase 'You used to' appears at 

multiple points, indicating the fall from grace of the object of the song. There are 

resonances with Laurie’s transcending of the strictures placed on her by her 

husband, and his having to confront a new and more challenging side to his wife 

which he had attempted to repress. While 'Just Like a Woman’ in this case appears 

to be 'redeemed' by the use of'Like a Rolling Stone' by the film's end, the seeming 

attem pt to narratise Dylan's contribution is interesting, for the necessity felt by 

the filmmakers to counteract that song’s effect with one indicative of Laurie and 

her husband’s new and more mature 'state'. The implicit acknowledgement that 

'Just Like a Woman' represented an unsatisfactory and incomplete interval ties it 

to its use of Coming Home, where the song's contradictions and paradoxes are 

likewise underlined as a means to propagate the ultimate narrative arc of the 

character. Such an acknowledgement removes the song from the comparatively 

unquestioning stance of those looked at in the first category. The extent to which 

filmmakers smooth over or accentuate textual aporia will now be explored in 

relation to the third category under discussion, where filmmakers take an 

assumed reading of a song and put it to an ironic use.

6 .3.3 Post-modern Uses

Pop culture scholar Greg Metcalf, in applying the concept of the 'cover' version to 

multiple facets of Dylan's career, has argued that Dylan, in frequently 'covering' 

himself in the form of live rearrangem ents of his songs, aims to take them out of
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the realm  of the iconic, or to 'change them  from symbols back into s o n g s ' . The 

choice of w ords is particularly interesting, as Metcalf touches on the idea th a t the 

songs, or even the very idea of ‘Dylan’ as a concept, has a 'roo t' m eaning tha t all 

future contexts m ust in teract w ith or take a stance on. Metcalf has suggested tha t 

Dylan has been ultim ately unsuccessful in his attem pts:

While Dylan’s self-covers have been intended to expand the difference 
betw een him and the iconic Dylan, the end resu lt seem s to be to stress how 
sim ilar he remains.^^

While Metcalf is referring to the  inability of Dylan to leave behind his old persona, 

an analogous process occurs in cinema, w here Dylan has accrued a first or 'prim e' 

value, tied to an amalgam of the Greenwich Village troubadour persona and a Dont 

Look Back-derived  iconography. As indicated earlier w hen discussing the use of 

'Mr. Tam bourine Man’ in Lost Angels, the im pact of the song’s subjugation is 

dependent on its original 1960s context, both as Dylan's original and its epochal 

cover by the Byrds. In American Beauty, the use of Dylan's original 'All Along the 

W atchtow er' carries sem antic w eight because of the hegem ony of Jimi Hendrix's 

cover version. That certain songs carry a significance in their usage speaks of an 

acclim atisation tha t has occurred in representing  or depicted Dylan. While this 

may im pinge on the freedom  of the artist himself, the recognition of these 'prim e' 

or 'original’ m eaning allows filmmakers to play with audience's expectations in 

regards to the use of Dylan's songs, voice, or personage. To defer again to Metclaf, 

he explicates the significance of this facet of Dylan in regards to covers of his 

music. While addressing a parodic m ode in perform ance, his sen tim ent also 

carries w eight in a cinem atic context:

A parody w orks not just on style or lyrics bu t also perceived m eaning of its 
subject. Dylan's unique voice and style of songw riting m akes it easy to 
cover the persona. The classic Dylan parody is still the Voice of a 
G eneration folk p ro test song sung in a broad nasal voice w ith idiosyncratic
phrasing.33

Greg Metcalf, 'The Same Yet Different/Different Yet the Same: Bob Dylan Under the Covers of 
Covers', in Play it  Again: Cover Songs in Popular Music, George Plasketes (ed.) (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2010), 1 7 7 -1 8 7  (181).
32 Metcalf, 'Under the Covers’, 182.

Metcalf, 'Under the Covers’, 183.
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The sam e is true in regards to Dylan’s cinem atic iconography.

In Tim Robbins' directorial debut Bob Roberts (1992), he w rites and stars 

in a satirical docum entary about a folksinger-turned-politician. The story  follows 

the conservative Roberts’ campaign for a seat in the Senate, and his co-opting of 

leftist discourse (as one character sum s him up: ‘Here is a man who has adopted 

the persona and m ind-set of the freethinking rebel and tu rned  it on itself. The 

"Rebel Conservative'”.] While its faux-docum entary style is indebted to a 

num erous sources (among them  the quintessential 1984 'm ockum entary’ This is 

Spinal Tap),^'^ it draw s heavily on the iconography, and perceived politics of Dylan 

in the 1962-66 era. Dont Look Back is a notable influence of certain scenes. One 

such m om ent occurs w hen Roberts is seen typing on a laptop com puter while an 

earnest female backup singer croons w ith a guitar, directly referencing a scene in 

Dont Look Back th a t shows Dylan w orking on a typew riter next to Joan Baez.^^ 

Arguably the m ost obvious parody is of the ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ video 

featured a t the beginning of Dont Look Back, which Robbins uses as the 

springboard for Roberts’ 'Wall S treet Rap’ (see fig. 5). Robbins also parodies 

Dylan’s album covers, w ith The Freewheelin' Bob Dylan becoming The FreewheeUn' 

Bob Roberts (see fig. 6). These are p resen ted  as part of Bob Roberts' discography, 

w ithout any suggestion of their connection to the actual Bob Dylan in the 

narrative.

In Robbins' satire on extrem e right-w ing values, he parodies the biography 

of a quintessential, left-wing folksinger. The details of this are derivative of the 

quintessential folk troubadour W oody G uthrie's actual history, bu t also the 

rom anticised variant of Dylan. This speech excerpt, delivered by Roberts, 

dem onstrates this right-wing a lternate  of the am algam ated histories of the 

archetypical ‘folk-singer':

I know  w hat it's like to be w ithout a home. I was hom eless w hen I was 
seventeen. Get this straight Jack, 1 d idn 't ramble; I d idn 't roam, no siree, no 
boxcars or park benches, no panhandling for me. I w ent straigh t to work.

Brian D. Johnson, T he Stars and Snipes: Tim Robbins becom es a poHtical player’, Maclean's 
1 0 5 /3 7  (14 September 1992) 5 2 -3  (52).
35 Johnson, ‘Stars and Snipes’, 52.



232

Robbins’ character also is documented as attending military school, because of his 

need for ‘discipline [and] more structure in his life’, having felt that his leftist 

parents offered him ‘too much freedom’. The lampoon is made more explicit in 

Roberts’ views on the 60s: ‘Well the 60s are—let’s face it—a dark stain on 

American history. At no other time has lawlessness and immorality been so 

widespread.’

B o b  R o b e r t s  
Wa l l  S t r e e t  R « p  

T i m e i  A r c  C h 4 n ) i n  B t c k  
P r i d e  R e c o i d t

Figure 5: Robbins’ subverts the ‘original’ intent of the ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ 
video to parody the policies of Wall Street in Roberts’ ‘Wall Street Rap’.

The satire and humour succeed as they graft a set of values onto a group of 

symbols and iconography deemed to be antithetical. In establishing Bob Roberts’ 

reactionary credentials, the film must invoke a particular nomenclature to 

contrast with these ideals, and in doing so conflate the milieu of Woody Guthrie, 

Dylan and Dont Look Back with a socially-conscious integrity and liberal ideology. 

As the film's mode is one of satire and parody, it derives much of its humour from 

the clash of the ultra-conservative Roberts with the ‘opposite’ values of Guthrie
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and Dylan, hence the comedic value of Robbins’ naming a com position 'Times Are 

Changin’ Back’. Roberts’ corruption is therefore made hum orous because of its 

inversion of w hat these artists are understood to rep resen t by the audience. 

‘U nderstood to ’ is the key term  here, as the film indulges in, and in som e ways 

propagates, an aggregate cultural im pression of w hat Guthrie, and Dylan, 

represent.

Figure 6: The warmth of Dylan’s cover (below) is supplanted by the business-suited 
Roberts.

The suggestion tha t the real Guthrie and Dylan stand for everything tha t 

Roberts is against is, of course, a simplification. Dylan's politics are a complex 

subject, and could vacillate a t various points in his career—even w ithin the
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confines of the 1960s. Dylan, how ever, made a num ber of pointed statem ents in 

the 60s distancing him self from any easily classifiable political ideology or party. 

In the sam e year of Dont Look Back’s filming—w hose scenes are exploited in Bob 

Roberts to contrast w ith their 'original' m eaning—Dylan gave an interview  to 

Melody Maker in which he m ade his politics of the tim e clear:

It would be just im possible for me to stand up and be associated w ith any 
political party. They're all crap—every single one of them  is crap. They all 
think they are be tte r than the next one. They've got a com m odity to sell and 
tha t com modity is them selves. Politics is just a com mercial bandwagon.^^

Dylan’s professed apoliticism is re itera ted  in multiple interview s throughout the 

1 9 6 0 s , w h i l e  som e com m ents made by the perform er in the 1980s espouse an 

even m ore astringent viewpoint.^^ Dylan’s conversion to a highly conservative 

form of Pentecostal Evangelism in the early 1980s also upsets the association of 

Dylan w ith the Left, and a num ber of songs from tha t period (for example, 'Union 

Sundown' on 1983's Infidelsy^ destabilise the notion of Dylan as an exponent of 

Leftist values. That the biographical Dylan does not stand up to scrutiny w ith the 

imagined or postulated one of Bob Roberts speaks of a g reater tendency to p resen t 

Dylan as indicative of an ideology tha t he does not necessary possess, bu t which 

filmmakers can exploit to advance the ir narratives. Even if one disconnects Dylan’s 

politics from those of his m usic—the songs can of course infer an ideology 

independent of their au thor— Robbins still attaches a political slant to the music, 

neither expressed by the song or by its author. Dylan expressly denied political 

allegiances both for himself, and for his songs. In an interview  with Newsweek in

Ray Coleman, 'Dylan in Depth’, in The Fiddler Now Upspoke Vol.l, lohn Baldwin (ed.) (Welwyn 
Garden City & Campton; Desolation Row Promotions, 1996], 9 8 3 -8 9  (987).
3'̂  Examples can be found in numerous interviews dated to the 1960s. One instance can be found in 
a quote sourced to an article written for New Musical Express in 1966: 'I’m too busy for that 
[political connections]. It’s fine for those who want to mix the two fields, but it’s not for m e’. See 
Tracy Thomas, 'Silent Dylan Talks After All’ in Baldwin, The Fiddler, 9 9 3 -9 4  (993). Another 
example can be found in Dylan’s interviews with Nat Hentoff for Playboy in 1965: 'That’s really not 
my thing at all [politics]. I can’t really see m yself up on a platform with ways to help people that 
aren’t gonna get me killed, really, if I really wanted to help anybody.’ See Nat Hentoff, 'The Playboy 
Interview; The Original Unpublished Version,’ in Baldwin, The Fiddler, 3 1 9 -5 8  (350).
38 For example, see Dylan’s com m ent to Rolling Stone in 1984: '1 think politics is an instrument of 
the devil. Just that clear. I think politics is what kills; it doesn't bring an)^hing alive. Politics is 
corrupt; I mean, anybody knows th a t’ See Kurt Loder, 'Interview with Kurt Loder: Rolling Stone, 
June 2 1 ,1 9 8 4 ’, in Cott, The Essential Interviews, 2 8 5 -3 0 7  (291).

The lyrics to 'Union Sundown’ for exam ple express a jaundiced view  o f labour unions (‘The 
unions are big business, friend /  And they’re goin’ out like a dinosaur’).
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1965, he explained to his in terviewer: 'I’ve never  w r i t ten  a political song’.' ô This 

w as  re i te ra ted  by Dylan a t  a p ress  conference in Stockholm in 1966:

Q: A ren 't th e re  political m essages in som e of you r  songs? ‘Hard Rain’ or
'W orld W ar 111 Blues’ for example?
BD: Not at all. I don ’t care  abou t  politics.

As a by -p roduc t  of Robbins' p a rody  o f 'S u b te r ra n e a n  Homesick Blues’, for instance 

(one support ing  the  principles of Wall Street), he im bues the  song w ith  a leftist 

ideology by  inferring th a t  original has the  opposite  in ten t  of the  parody. Robbins 

p resen ts  them  as inversions, politicising the  original in the  audience 's  mind, even 

if the  original m ateria l does no t hold the  reverse  meaning. In this way, the  

p ropaga tion  of a cultural identity  for Dylan and  his songs can be d iscerned  in rea l

time, associating Dylan and his m usic with a left-leaning, socialist stance. In this 

way, bo th  the a r t is t  and the  song accrue ideological associations ( 'p rim e ' 

m eanings] owing to the  m ode of p a rody  employed.

That Robbins holds the  ideals of Guthrie a n d /o r  Dylan in high regard  is 

indicated  by the negative light cast on the titu lar  character, w ho  rep re sen ts  the 

opposite  of these  u n d e rs tood  principles. Just like the  film suggests  an imagined 

'golden age' of p rob ity  in folk music, so too does  the  film's final scene  suggest 

nostalgia for an idealised American past. By the  film’s end, Roberts has w on  the 

senato ria l  race, and is implied to have m u rd e red  a journa lis t  d e te rm ined  to expose 

his corruption . Seemingly d e sp o n d en t  after  w itnessing  f irs t-hand  evidence of 

R ober ts ’ corruption , the  docum en tary  filmm aker w ho  had  been  following the 

cam paign visits the  Jefferson Memorial. The film’s final sh o t  is a long pan  tracing 

the  w ords: '1 have sw orn  upon  the  a lta r  of God eternal hostility  against every  form 

of ty ra n n y  over the  m ind  of m a n ’, inscribed in the  build ing’s interior. Robbins then  

ends the  film with a W oody Guthrie song over the  end  credits, fu rthering  the 

evocation of a pas t  w hose  ideals a re  m ore  enlightened th an  those  seen  to be 

victorious in the  story. Robbins has acknow ledged the  significance of 

coun terac ting  the film’s music w ith  a Guthrie song: 'It has  such  an  ho n es t  beau ty  

and  grace. It e rases  the  negative w ay  w e ’ve been  using m usic  in the  film ’. “̂ 2

David Moberg, 'The Folk and the Rock’, in Baldwin, The Fiddler, 9 9 1 -9 2  (192).
‘Stockholm Press Conference’, in Baldwin, The Fiddler, 1 0 0 9 -1 0  (1009],
Johnson, ‘Stars and Snipes’, 53.
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Robbins’ elevation of America's past is twinned with his use of Guthrie and his 

protege Dylan, whom he postulates as having an originating, ‘prim e’ meaning that 

the film subverted and satirized. That Robbins harks to an idealised and leftist 

American nation, bound together with the sentiments of Woody Guthrie, can 

perhaps be discerned in his reaction in a 1992 interview to his 'radical' status:

I think the conservatives are radicals. The Republican party has been taken 
over by radical, right-wing extremists. They're not conserving anything— 
they’re chipping away at our constitutional freedoms. I see myself as a 
traditionalist, a patriot.'^^

Filmmakers have found other ways to exploit Dylan's early 1960s associations to 

strong effect. This romanticized, 'original' Dylan need not be used for such a 

pointed political agenda; the connection of Dylan to the austerity and activism of 

the Greenwich Village milieu can be given an ironic counterpoint by evoking his 

presence in a context wholly disconnected from that environment. As an adjunct 

to ideological implications, the post-modern usage of Dylan can involve the use of 

his music in incongruous settings, giving unfamiliar album tracks prominence in a 

scene, or using a familiar song in a subversive or playful manner. The usage of 

anomalous songs upsets the established canon, often throwing the artist and 

material into new and unexpected contexts. Owing to the obscurity of the material, 

incongruous songs are often devoid of semantic weight that accrues to more 

frequently used songs like 'Blowin' in the Wind' and ‘Mr. Tambourine Man'. This 

allows the filmmaker a degree of volition in how to present and contextualise the 

song, without eliciting a dialogue [however unintentionally) with other visual and 

narrative uses of the same song. A prime example is the Coen Brothers' The Big 

Lebowski (1998], which prominently features the Dylan song ‘The Man in Me' from 

his New Morning album (1970).

Located on Side 2 of the original LP, the song had not been collected outside 

of its original context, yet the Coen brothers give it pride of place during the 

opening credit sequence, and reprise the song again during an arresting dream 

sequence later in the story. The presence of 'The Man in Me' in this quirky and 

intertextual film unearths, or accentuates, aspects present in both the song and the 

album from which it is derived. The song, in the context of New Morning, is of a

Johnson, 'Stars and Snipes’, 53.



237

piece with the tacit ambivalence tha t runs through the album’s lyrics, w here 

domesticity and idyllic pastoral living are undercut by a dreamlike unreality in 

some of the imagery. With The Big Lebowski, Dylan’s song is part of the film's easy

going current espoused by the protagonist, but also the film's discursive and 

dream-like narrative.

Already conveying a blissful quality, the song is set to the film's opening 

credit sequence, comprised of fluid pans and slow motion shots and detailing the 

workings of a bowling alley. The combination of shots with the song's medium 

tempo and its warm A-flat major tonality take the breezy ambivalence of the lyrics 

and apply it to workings of an environm ent that becomes more familial and 

domesticated as the story progresses. The song is reprised in a dream sequence, 

w here Jeff Bridges' protagonist The Dude is ‘swimming’ through the night sky of 

L.A. while his future love interest rides ahead of him on a floating magic rug. The 

undulating carpet and the Dude’s undersea motions dovetail with the pace and 

sound of the song, and its suggestion of reverie is m ore fully established. Its 

intimate and comforting qualities are also conveyed as The Dude awakens from 

the dream; the song moves from non-diegetic to diegetic, shrinking in fidelity until 

we realised it is playing on The Dude's portable cassette Walkman as part of a 

hom em ade mix tape.

The film as a whole also gives the song a context not present on the album 

[yet one redolent with Dylan's mid-60s electric period], namely that of drug use. 

New Morning, while frequently blissful and otherworldly, is hallucinogen-free in 

term s of its imagery, preferring daydream-derived visuals to that of more intense 

psychedelia. The Coen Brothers, however, in associating the song with The Dude 

and the depiction of drugs throughout the film, contextualise it as indicative of soft 

drug usage—in The Dude’s case, marijuana. More intense psychedelic sequences 

in the film are marked by different musical textures; one of which is 'Just Dropped 

In (To See What Condition My Condition Was In)' by Kenny Rogers & The First 

Edition, which occupies the centrepiece dream sequence. Replete with tape loops 

and distorted, clanging guitar, it is indicative of the acid rock/psychedelic sound of 

the late 1960s, and forms a part of The Dude’s aural identity along with the music 

of Creedence Clearwater Revival, whose screeching guitar intro to ‘Run Through
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the Jungle’, also featured in the film, is a direct musical rhyme with the Kenny 

Rogers track.

In associating the cheeriness of 'The Man in Me’ with the milieu of drug 

taking, the Coen Brothers succeed in supplanting the conjugal sweetness of the 

original context with a more knowing amiability that also possesses a cheerful 

insularity. The Coens’ emphasise this later in the film, where The Dude smokes a 

marijuana cigarette in his car to the sound of Creedence Clearwater Revival’s 

'Lookin' Out My Back Door’. This song's lyrics evoke a charming whimsy, and a 

disinterest in external stress: 'Bother me tom orrow /  Today I'll buy my sorrow /  

Do do do /  Lookin' out my back door'. There is an apt echo between Dylan’s 

spontaneous, wordless 'la la las' of 'The Man in Me' and John Fogerty's analogous 

'do do dos', both expressing contentment, and part of the Dude's easy-going 

attitude.

Added to the unique qualities of the usage of this track, the instrumentation 

of the song is notably not the quintessential 'Dylan sound', either from his acoustic 

or electric phases of the 60s—his voice is coarser (he was apparently inflicted 

with a cold during the song’s recording sessions),'*'^ and less nasal, while the 

production by Bob Johnston integrates Dylan's vocals with the band’s performance 

(including female backing vocalists), making the lyrics less explicitly attention- 

grabbing. The song's performance, Dylan's wordless vocalisations, and the 

prominence of the piano, distance 'The Man in Me' from the obvious markers of 

Dylan's musical output, while the song's subject m atter is decidedly sunnier and 

less complex than that of his 1962-66 output.

The successful integration of the song into a comedy setting is due to its 

subversion of the 'normal' evocation of Dylan in a cinematic context. Associated 

with a heavily politicized context such as Born on the Fourth o f July, or as an 

indicator of the activism and promise of the early 1960s, there is an inherent 

absurdity implied in the use of Dylan in the narrative of The Big Lebowski. The 

choice of song, and its prom inent role, seemed designedly off-beat and 

unexpected, because of the incongruity of the received meaning of Dylan and that 

of The Dude's story. Again, the 'prime' meaning of Dylan is evoked, this time to

'*'* Heylin, R evolution in th e  Air, 502.
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hum orous effect, as it reflects The Dude’s pacifism as opposed to social 

engagem ent.

Re-contextualisation of this so rt (intentionally sending up Dylan’s ‘serious’ 

image) is a distinct aspect of the post-m odern usage of Dylan, and differs from the 

subversive use looked a t previously, prim arily in regards to its tone. While p ost

m odern uses have subversive qualities, the difference is the mood conveyed; the 

filmmaker in these instances is often playful, em ploying a degree of m ockery on 

occasion, bu t also an implicit affection. While Coming Home to an extent v\/ishes to 

point up the fallacies of ‘Just Like a Woman', the use of 'The Man in Me’ neither 

denigrates Dylan nor criticizes the song. It instead suggests a level of deep reading 

and an aw areness of the a rtis t’s typical usage. In regards to the use of 'The Man in 

Me’, the film’s 'musical archivist’ T Bone Burnett m ade his personal fondness [and 

the obscurity of the song] explicit in an interview  w ith Rolling Stone: ‘"[Lebowski] 

pu t som e light on it", Burnett says, adding, “New Morning is one of my favourite 

Dylan reco rds”'.

6.4 Dylan as a Character: Case Studies

Having looked a t the th ree  categories in term s of the use of Dylan’s music, focus 

will now  shift to film m akers’ trea tm en t of Bob Dylan as a character w ithin the 

narrative. While the sam e categories apply to these uses, it is interesting to note 

the degree to which a s tructu ra list approach is taken in evoking the actual Dylan, 

and the extent to which a type of hagiography is in evidence, w hereby filmmakers 

advance a near-m ythic conception of the  musician in his visual personifications.

6.4.1 The Wanderers

Among the first and arguably still the m ost poten t exam ple of Dylan’s personage in 

film is found in Philip Kaufman's The Wanderers. The film tells the story  of several 

Italian-American youths (the titu lar 'W anderers’] grow ing up together amid the 

various gangs of New York City in 1963. Dealing w ith num erous issues such as 

racial tension and eroding innocence (reflected in th e  film’s inclusion of JFK's 

assassination], the film ends on a haunting note, addressing the em erging

Andy Greene, 'Inside The Dude’s Stoner Soundtrack’, 
fh ttp://w w w .rollingstone.com /m ovies/new s/inside-the-dudes-stoner-soundtrack-19691231 . 3 
March 2013).
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counterculture and the protagonist's opting-out from the progressive aspects of 

American society.

For his ending, d irector Philip Kaufman affords Dylan a highly 

representational and symbolic role. As the film is draw ing to close, main 

p rotagonist Richie (Ken Wahl), leader of the W anderers gang, leaves an 

engagem ent party  being held for him and Despie, his wife-to-be, w hen he sees 

Nina (Karen Allen] walking outside. Earlier in the film, w hen Richie attem pts to 

pick up the young Nina on the street, she is depicted as bright and streetw ise, 

carrying a guitar and a copy of Lady Chatterley's Lover, and proving a match for 

Richie's attem pts to ingratiate him self ('A ren't you a little old to be doing stuff like 

this?’ she interrogates, ‘W here I come from they call it molesting'). Richie 

ultim ately kisses Nina, enraging Despie. When she and Richie reconcile, they are 

throw n a su rprise  engagem ent party, hosted by Despie's mafioso father. With the 

confines of patriarchy, dom esticity and fatherhood closing in, Richie sees Nina 

outside and follows her a t a distance to a Greenwich Village folk club, w here he 

spies her through the w indow  (see fig. 7].

Figure 7: The camera (Richie's P.O.V.) gradually zooms through the window to see Nina 
(in the brown coat) sit down to listener to the unidentified performer.

Dylan is depicted perform ing in silhouette w ith his profile and hair lit w ith a rim of 

w hite light. The song is Dylan's original recording of 'The Times They Are A-
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Changin" (the studio version is dubbed over an actor mining the lyrics] which 

Richie listens to through the window. After a moment, Richie draws away from the 

glass. This notably takes place after the lines:

For he that gets hurt
Will be he who has stalled
There’s a battle outside and it is ragin’
It'll soon shake your windows and rattle your walls 
For the times they are a-changin’

Richie then retreats back up the s treet towards his party, while Dylan can still be 

heard singing the subsequent verse. Richie re-joins his fellow W anderers and 

family-to-be in an ironic sing-a-long of the Dion song 'The W anderer’ as he relents 

to the familiarity of his future—the other-worldliness of the folk club having sent 

Richie back to his old surroundings.

Dylan’s prominence is conveyed by his gradual centrality to the frame and 

by his elevation above the patrons. The rim-lighting obscures his features, 

conveying his unknowable quality to Richie, as does the black background, making 

Dylan appear part of the darkness. Dylan is seen as a challenging and mysterious 

figure and antithetical to the world that Richie sinks back into. He is filmed in 

enticing, almost alien silhouette. Dylan is symbolic in this instance of change, 

adaptation and the future. Nina sits down excitedly to listen to him, surrounded by 

a small bu t reverential crowd, while Dylan is framed at the centre, surrounded by 

darkness and under the glare of two small spotlights. He is elevated above the 

crowd who are circled around him. Nina, depicted as educated, socially adaptive, 

and sexually confident, is in marked contrast to the possessive and shrewish 

Despie. That it is a lone Nina who enters the folk club is indicative of the 

personalities seen to be attracted to this early incarnation of Dylan. His appeal to 

the character of Nina affiliates his politics with those of this demographic, and 

posits Dylan as a figurehead and a proponent of progressive social mores.

The complexities and challenges advanced by Dylan and this song are 

salient within the musical context of the film. Dylan’s voice, song-writing, and 

performance style are made to stand in sharp contrast to the melodiousness and 

romantic qualities expounded by the late 1950s/early  1960s songs that comprise 

the soundtrack (among them The Shirelles and The Four Seasons]. The impromptu
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rendition of Dion's 'The W anderer' yielded to by Richie after his encounter w ith 

Dylan is, in this context, already m ade nostalgic and redolent of a bygone age, 

despite the film being set in late 1963.

Kaufman's trea tm en t of Dylan's voice is striking. From inside the folk club, 

the am biance of the s tree t becom es inaudible, and the song's fidelity is such as to 

appear to come through the glass. Richie initially hears Dylan sing w hen he looks 

in the w indow  of the club, yet as Richie pulls back and walks down the street, 

Dylan's voice can be heard above the traffic, gathering m ore echo before 

dispersing w hen Richie encounters his friends in the next shot. As Richie decides 

not to pursue Nina inside, the am bience of the s tree t re tu rns (the low rum ble of 

w ind and the car horns and heels on the footpath) suggesting tha t Richie is 

return ing  to the m undane and commonplace. The 'change in the air' is suggested 

not only by the song's lyrics bu t the voice of Dylan, which is granted an auditory  

prom inence tha t perm eates the air outside the club setting.

Dylan in this instance represen ts change; however, as in American Pop and 

Born on the Fourth o f July, it is fraught with an uncertainty tha t is as enticing as it is 

intimidating. That Richie ultim ately cedes to the familiar is cast in som ething of a 

negative light by Kaufman, whom  by extension lionises the change extolled by this 

mythic Dylan. Kaufman achieves this by his depiction of, and stance tow ards, the 

dom estic sphere to which Richie capitulates. The portrayal is am bivalent a t best; 

Richie's future father-in-law  hints at absorption into the ‘family business': 'They 

agreed to bring you in. Means you 're going to do all right', while there is also the 

suggestion of assim ilation into a misogynistic patriarchy: 'Once you’re m arried  to 

my daughter, you’ll never have to w ash ano ther dish in your life’. The gaudy 

Hawaiian shift th a t they gift him with m atches theirs, and is several sizes too big 

(Richie is told ominously: ‘You’ll grow  into it'). W hen Richie m om entarily 

relinquishes the sh irt and all it represents, he is unable to catch up to Nina, who 

disappears spectrally from his view on the street. He initially m istakes ano ther girl 

for her, indicating further her rem oteness; Kaufman here literalizes Richie’s 

inability to 'catch up’ w ith her. Kaufman ensures th a t Nina becom es aloof by 

placing her far ahead and out of Richie’s grasp, while actress Karen Allen is filmed

Dion’s rendition of'The Wanderer' was released in November 1961.
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in fleeting shots, emphasising her otherness and detachment. Kaufman has 

divulged in an interview that he had designed the ending as such:

1 love that moment when Ritchie sees this transition happen [between the 
50s and 60s] and he decides to go back to the old neighbourhood and stay 
in the old world, instead of going to see Bob Dylan with the Karen Allen 
character and joining the new world.

Dylan is further associated with the progressive spirit by Kaufman's suggestion of 

an affiliation between Dylan and Richie's friend Joey. Kaufman abruptly cuts from 

Richie's engagement party to a shot of joey en route to the nascent counterculture 

hub of San Francisco. In the darkened surroundings of the turnpike, Kaufman 

lights the character in such a way as to suggest a synergy with Dylan, joey's 

features, like Dylan's, are lit so as to obscure his features, while the background is 

comprised of darkness. This is in stark contrast to the bright interior lighting of 

Richie's party. Joey is also shown with a broad grin, suggesting the lack of regret at 

leaving his old neighbourhood, but also casting a vaguely sinister light on the 

character that distances him from the w arm th and familiarity of Richie and his 

surroundings. While he is a passenger in the car, he is framed singly, again 

suggesting individuality at odds with Richie's group character (see fig. 8). 

Completing the sense of the scene is the diegetic reprise of Dion’s original ‘The 

Wanderer', now applicable to the real w anderer Joey, and in stark  contrast to the 

folksy sing-a-long at the engagement party. The association with the character of 

Joey further represents Dylan as a ground for conflict between the old and the 

new; the safe and the familiar, versus the new and unexplored.

Alex Simon, 'Kaufman/Sade', rhttp: //th eh ollvw oodinterview .b logspot.ie/2008/03/ph ilip -  
kaufman-hollvwood-interview.html. 21 May 2013).
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Figure 8.

Arriving in 1979, The Wanderers reveals a late 70s nostalgia for tŵ o eras, the one 

Richie inhabits and the one that Dylan supplants. Follow^ing a hat-trick of 

successful Dylan releases (1974’s Blood on the Tracks, 1976’s Desire and 1978's 

Street-Legal) that confirmed the singer's critical standing after the tenuous 

beginning to the decade, a process of retrospection occurs, where Dylan’s image 

and sound is indentured to a represent a particular turning point in a young 

culture’s engagement with a changing socio-political landscape. Arriving over a 

decade after the fact, a series of unwritten customs and received wisdom about 

Dylan is being sculpted into an audio-visual form, with the careful lighting, 

placement with the frame, and spatial treatm ent of his voice all feeding into and 

codifying a grander narratisation.

It is not improbable that a late 1970s nostalgia for Dylan, or the 

archetypical version found in The Wanderers, is indicative of latent nostalgia for 

precisely that 1963 cusp depicted in the film. A possible factor in the hagiographic 

depiction was the 1978 release of Dylan's appearance at The Band’s 1976 

'farewell' concert The Last Waltz, where Dylan is the last perform er featured and 

given preferential treatm ent in the film. The 1978 release of Renaldo and Clara,
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poor critical reception notwithstanding, succeeded in presenting Dylan as 

form idable stage performer, yet was also filled w ith  evocations o f the 1960s. The 

linkages between the two continue in other depictions, none more than in 

cinema’s most Dylan-centric film  yet.

6.4.2 I'm Not There

Todd Haynes' experimental Dylan biopic, released in 2007, postulates seven 

different versions o f Dylan, and depicts them w ith  six different actors. While none 

of the seven characters are identified as Dylan, there are explicit references to 

points in Dylan's career, and Haynes restages and reimagines some of the most 

famous episodes in Dylan lore, such as his motorcycle crash in 1966, and the 

Newport Folk Festival o f 1965. Each o f the seven Dylans represents a distinct 

stage in the performer's career; for instance, Cate Blanchett’s character [Jude 

Quinn) represents the electric-era Dylan, while Christian Bale plays both the 

acoustic fo lk era, as well as the born-again Christian Dylan o f the early 1980s.

The film  is ostensibly the quintessential post-modern treatm ent o f Dylan. It 

embraces Dylan’s sense o f pluralism  by bifurcating his career into epochs. This can 

be found not only in the seven different sides o f Dylan, and the diversity o f the 

actors, but also in the cinematography employed, and the divergent influences that 

were used to construct each o f the seven Dylan’s stories. Counterculture-era 

westerns, for example, were used as a reference for the segment set in town of 

'Riddle', where Richard Gere plays a version of Dylan called ‘B illy ’, while the w ork 

o f Italian d irector Federico Fellini was used a reference for electric-era Dylan as 

portrayed by Cate Blanchett."^® This m ixture o f genres, as part o f a series o f ‘m in i

narratives’ is also indicative o f a postmodern attitude.^^

The film  also to a certain extent positions Dylan as a series o f 'presents'. 

Haynes includes quotes from  Dylan's past interviews highlighting this 

chameleonic standpoint, such as in the film 's last moments, where Gere's Dylan 

proclaims:

Sheila Roberts, 'Todd Haynes Interview, I'm Not There' 
fhttp://www.moviesonline.ca/movienews 13495.html. 9 February 2014].

Patricia Waugh, ‘Postmodernism: Introduction,’ in Modern Literary Theory: A Reader, Philip Rice 
and Patricia Waugh (eds.), 4 *  edn (London; Arnold, 2001), 325 -28  (325).
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1 can change during the course of a day. 1 wake and I'm one person, and 
when I go to sleep I know  for certain I'm som eone else. I don 't know  who I 
am m ost of the time. It’s like you got yesterday, today and tom orrow  all in 
the sam e room. T here’s no tellin’ w hat can happen.^o

The stress on the individual, as found in some branches of postm odernism ,^! also 

finds expression in Haynes' film. Interestingly, this cult of the individual recalls the 

aesthetic culture of the French symbolists, w ho so influenced Dylan's music.^^ 

Haynes' film is also constructed solely from sim ulations of previously existing 

texts. As the director m akes clear in his com m entary on the film: ‘I don 't think 

the re’s anything in the script that's  actually my own'.^^ Haynes also uses both an 

oppositional m ode of parody and irony, as well as a m ore m ainstream  recourse to 

pastiche and im itation, both of which are strongly postm odern. An exam ple of the 

former, for example, comes from Haynes' critique of the double standards 

practised by Dylan in the 1960s in regards to his trea tm en t (or rep resen tation) of 

women. A way in which the d irector achieves this is to employ staging and 

cinem atography from the films of Jean-Luc Godard, whom Haynes sees a 

practising a sim ilar double-standard tow ards w o m e n , a n d  place them  in the 

service of a strong female lead^s—a role filled in I ’m Not There by actress Charlotte 

Gainsbourg. Pastiche is discernible in the film's num erous references to Federico 

Fellini's 8 ^  (1963). While these references are re-contextualised as indicative of 

Dylan's Blonde on Blonde era, their use is m ore playful than subversive, as a

This dialogue is a composite of an interview Dylan gave to David Gates of Newsweek in 1997 and 
one relating to Blood on the Tracks given to Jonathan Cott of Rolling Stone in 1978. See David Gates, 
'Dylan Revisited' fhttp:/ /vyww.newsweek.com/dvlan-revisited-174056. 3 March 2014); Jonathan 
Cott, 'Interview with Jonathan Cott, Rolling Stone November 16,1978,’ in Cott, Essential Interviews, 
251-270 (260), respectively.
51 Susan Hayward, Cinema Studies: The Key Concepts, 2"<* edn (London: Routledge, 2004), 276.

Dylan’s references to the Symbolist Arthur Rimbaud are multifarious, and on occasion he has 
made his fondness for the poet explicit, such as in his 1976 interview for TV Guide Magazine-. 
'Rimbaud has been a big influence on me. When I’m on the road and want to read something that 
makes sense to me, I go to a bookstore and read his words’. See Neil Hickey, 'Interview; TV Guide 
Magazine, September 11,1976,’ (http://wvyw.biorner.com/Interviews 70s.pdf. 3 March 2014).
53 Todd Haynes, 'Audio Commentary,’ I'm Not There, directed by Todd Haynes (2007; Hollywood, 
California: Paramount Home Entertainment, 2008), DVD, 00:25:52.
5“* Todd Haynes, 'A Conversation with Todd Haynes,' Adam Benardi (editor), in I'm Not There, 
directed by Todd Haynes (2007; Hollywood, California: Paramount Home Entertainment, 2008), 
DVD, 00:31:30.
55 Haynes, 'A Conversation with Todd Haynes,’ 00:32:20. Godard's Two or Three Things I Know 
About Her (2 ou 3 choses que je  sais d'elle] (1967) for instance is referenced in the scene where 
Charlotte Gainsbourg talks directly to the camera to confirm the end her relationship with Heath 
Ledger’s Dylan surrogate.
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com plem en tary  milieu is posited  be tw een  Fellini's im agery and  the  su rrea lism  of 

Dylan's electric phase  (see fig. 9].

The film largely plays out in this m ode of in tertextual referencing  and 

pastiche as opposed  to critical o r  subvers ive  irony. This a lm ost certainly stem s 

from the  fact th a t  Haynes is a self-confessed fan of D y l a n , b u t  also because  the  

film w as given the  approval of Dylan (who consenting  to the  use of his music), 

a fter  Haynes subm itted  a one page abs trac t  of the  p roposed  film to Dylan’s 

m anager. (Haynes has adm itted  th a t  the  film w ould  not have possible w i thou t  the  

p e rfo rm er 's  blessing].

Figure 9: 8 (below) lent certain visual motifs to I'm Not There.

Robert Sullivan, 'It ain’t me babe,’ fhttp://vyw w .telegraph.co.uk/culture/3669S28/lt-aint-m e- 
habe.html. 26 March 2012).
5̂  Todd Haynes, ‘A Conversation w/ith Todd Haynes,’ 00:03:18.
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Yet despite the entrenchm ent in a postmodern aesthetic, a paradox lies at 

the heart of the film, in that the characters are all united under the banner of 'Bob 

Dylan’, and suggest a kind of unity—albeit in a paradoxically fragmented fashion. 

Haynes' expressed aim for the film is a stress on the multiplication of Dylan’s 

identity, as he explains in his commentary:

1 really wanted to talk about freedom from identity, and that's really w hat I 
think Bob Dylan stands for, and that's sort of what the ultimate message is 
to this film.s^

Throughout the film, however, Haynes also hints at the connectivity of the 

different personas of Dylan in a number of ways. Christian Bale for instance 

portrays ‘Jack’, based on Dylan's acoustic/Greenwich Village era, and also casts 

him as 'Pastor John', based on Dylan’s Evangelical phase. The suggestion of a 

similarity between the two personas was deliberate on Haynes' part, based on 

what he perceived as a similar mind-set in evidence between the two epochs. 

Haynes is also clear in his desire to suggest a degree of linkage existing between all 

seven characters. Haynes, in discussing the connection between the Heath 

Ledger's 'Robbie' character and that of Richard Gere's 'Billy', explicates on the 

dramatic need for such interconnectivity;

As the marriage starts to unravel, it's interlinked with Billy’s plot in a way 
that I was hoping to almost suggest his own past. That all of these 
characters occupy the past of each other and fill each other in. That's the 
only way a structure like this can really work, is where you feel like the 
failures of one story are being played out in the decisions being made in 
another.^o

The extent to which Haynes emphasises the primacy of one Dylan over another, 

however, is revealing of how pervasive the idea of an 'original' identity for Dylan 

can be found in cinema. An interesting quirk in Haynes' narrative is his 

bookending of the film with a scene set in a boxcar. On both these occasions, Dylan 

is in possession of the guitar, whose case bears the writing 'This Machine Kills 

Fascists', which adorned Woody Guthrie’s guitar. At the beginning of the film, as

5® Haynes, 'Audio Commentary,' 02:04:55.
Haynes, 'Audio Commentary,’ 01:45:13. 

“  Haynes, 'Audio Commentary,’ 01:15:40.
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segued to from the title sequence, Marcus Carl Franklin's Dylan [named ‘Woody’] 

boards the train with the guitar in his possession. The film’s final scene before the 

epilogue of archival footage is Richard Gere’s ‘Billy’ boarding the train and dusting 

off the guitar. Haynes was aware of the unity and circularity present in this 

juxtaposition,^! and the confluence of these two figures suggests a core element of 

Dylan’s character is rooted in a romanticised tradition of Woody Guthrie. 

Beginning the story o f ‘Woody’ on the train and ending Billy's in the same location 

is also the only instance in the film where two Dylans share an overlapping spatial 

environment. That the ‘tonic note’ of Haynes’ film resides in the mythical space of 

the boxcar, and with an implied inheritance from the real Woody Guthrie, suggests 

a primacy of this environment to Dylan. Haynes too shoots the boxcar segments 

with a verdant colour scheme. This evokes a pastoral quality, but also connects the 

boxcar with a near-mythical version of America. Dylan’s connection to Guthrie is 

again used to evoke a fundamental integrity, linked to leftist ideology (‘This 

machine kills fascists’ emblazoned and plainly evident in both the Woody and Billy 

segments] and romantic iterance, and the western genre motif of ‘movin’ on’. 

Haynes in his commentary explicitly connects Dylan to America, in that both have 

a multitudinous identity that counters the consolidation of one hegemonic 

personality or set of ideals in the m anner of a fascistic s o c i e t y . ^ ^  jh is  idealisation 

of Dylan as the ultimate exponent of America's ideals (in Haynes' term, the 

‘ultimate American artist'] sees again a politicisation occurring, and a conception 

of an ‘ideal' Dylan, one irrevocably linked to the contradictory, multifarious nature 

of America. Haynes, in the aftermath of one of the film's pre-release screenings, 

expressed the view the film was: ‘the story of a personality and a nation [I think 

it's a deeply patriotic movie]’,̂  ̂ where Haynes again twins the idea of Dylan and 

America, in term s of an idealised vision for the country. Like Tim Robbins in Bob 

Roberts, Dylan by way of Guthrie is indicative of a truer, better America, as defined 

against more modern, right-leaning political views.

Haynes also closes his film with archival footage taken from Dylan’s 

directorial debut Eat the Document. The only footage in the film to feature the real 

Dylan performing was intended by Haynes to encapsulate the sense of never-

Haynes, 'Audio Commentary,’ 02:00:29.
Haynes, 'Audio Commentary,’ 02:00:52.
Sullivan, 'It ain't m e babe’.
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ending circularity inheren t in Dylan’s art. This would be highlighted by using an 

excerpt w here Dylan im provises on his harm onica a t the end of a perform ance of 

‘Mr. Tam bourine Man', which always appears on the cusp of finishing, before 

continuing ad infinitum.^'^ Haynes fades to  black slowly on this perform ance, and 

closes the film before the song can draw  to a close (the footage as featured in Eat 

the Document shows Dylan finish the piece and receive a round of applause from 

the audience). It is interesting tha t the one usage of the real Dylan is sourced to the 

1960s, with the now-common lighting scheme of Dylan front-lit against a 

darkened background, and in this case, perform ing a quintessential Dylan song in 

'Mr. Tam bourine Man'. Arriving in the afterm ath of the final scene in the boxcar, 

Haynes paradoxically suggests unity and stability in Dylan, using a near-static shot 

of the perform er in the process of filigreed and controlled harm onic solo. In a film 

com prised of a bricolage of re-enactm ents and 'suppositions' in Haynes' term , the 

use of the 'authentic ' Dylan as the film's parting image suggests the existence of a 

'real' Dylan tha t supplants and stands aloof from the film’s artifice. This distinctly 

un-postm odern implication is a fu rther step by Haynes in confirming and 

supporting the idea of an idealised, ‘prim e’ Dylan, in this instance, the individualist 

perform er of the m id-1960s (see fig. 10).

The prim acy of the m id-60s Dylan persona(s) will be retu rned  to w ith the 

Coen B rothers' Inside Llewyn Davis. The presentation of Dylan as agent of change 

will be explored next.

Haynes, ‘Audio Commentary,’ 02:02:45.
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Figure 10: The final shot of I’m Not There.

6.4.3 Kisses

In Lance Daly’s coming-of-age drama Kisses, Dylan and Kylie, next door neighbours 

from dysfunctional families living in a poor area of Dublin, run away together one 

Christmas evening. A thread throughout the film is the music of Bob Dylan, whom 

the young protagonists are introduced to incrementally by the impromptu 

renditions of others. Eventually, Dylan and Kylie meet the ‘real’ Bob Dylan, who in 

a manner already seen in films like Dogfight and The Wanderers, is tied up with 

protagonists' rites of passage, exerting a transformative and maturing influence.

Having experienced abuse in their respective families, the two children, 

aged between ten and twelve, make their way onto a passing dredger, where the 

friendly captain expresses incredulity at the kids’ lack of appreciation for Dylan’s 

namesake, whereupon he starts to sing the first verse of the perform er’s 1974 

song ‘Shelter From the Storm’. The song then plays diegetically, having perked the 

young Dylan’s interest:

’Twas in another lifetime, one of toil and blood 
When blackness was a virtue and the road was full of mud 
1 came in from the wilderness, a creature void of form 
"Come in," she said, "I’ll give you shelter from the storm"

The last line is particularly significant, and is repeated as the last line of each of the 

song’s verses. The young Dylan is indebted to Kylie for saving him from his
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abusive father, and throughout the coming story a relationship of interdependence 

develops betv^^een the tv»/o, who provide an emotional shelter for each other.

As the story follows Dylan and Kylie through a night in Dublin, the 

relationship between the two grows in tandem with their wisdom and maturity. 

The passage through which the characters develop a relationship with Dylan's 

music finds another outlet on the streets where they meet a busker who is playing 

the song ‘Just Like a Woman’. After being heckled by passers-by, the busker asks 

the kids what song they'd like to hear, to which the young Dylan replies 'Did you 

ever hear of Bob Dylan?' The busker obliges with a rendition of 'Subterranean 

Homesick Blues’. A series of edits then suggest a passage of time, where Kylie 

begins to help the busker collect money. The film provides fragments of the busker 

performing Bob Dylan’s 'All Along Watchtower' and 'Tombstone Blues'. The young 

Dylan meanwhile is seen to sit and apparently listen—the absorption of the lyrics 

seen as indicative of the young protagonist’s finding of a framework by which to 

judge the quality of others. The bright costuming and lighting of the busker, who 

appears to emerge from the storefront window (see fig. 11), is in stark contrast to 

the character soon encountered by Dylan and Kylie. The presence of Bob Dylan's 

material as disseminated by this busker is prefigured ultimately as an incomplete 

picture; while the songs make an impression, the 'package' is not yet complete, as 

the perform er's garishness is incongruent with the content.

U' .
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Figure 11: The garish busker is in sharp contrast to the 'real' Dylan (see fig. 12).
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As the young characters’ relationship grows, they encounter the seedier and m ore 

adult side of the city, as well as the tragic aspects of each o ther’s pasts. As p a rt of 

this troubled passage to g reater m aturity, the figure of Bob Dylan is advanced as a 

guidepost along the characters' narrative trajectory, and an indicator of the ir 

ascension into a m ore rounded understanding of them selves and their 

surroundings. In a m om ent of respite, while resting in an alleyway, Kylie sees a 

man exit from the backdoor of a concert venue, and proclaims: 'It’s him, your man: 

Bob Dylan'. Portrayed by actor Stephen Rea, the figure is indicative of the la tter- 

day Dylan, clad in black and sporting sunshades and a Stetson hat. Like o ther 

cinematic incarnations, he is rim -lit and surrounded  by a shadow y background, 

em phasising a m ysterious and spectral quality (see fig. 12]. The understated, 

alm ost m onochrom e trea tm en t is in stark  contrast to the busker. In this way 

director Lance Daly suggests the authenticity of this Dylan; the chiaroscuro 

treatm ent, inherited  from Dont Look Back, signalling to the audience the 

verisim ilitude of this figure, w ithout actually verifying his identity.

Figure 12: Kylie sees 'Dylan' emerge from the back of a concert venue.

W hen the kids speak to him, his pronunciations are cryptic, and given a clipped, 

resonant quality by actor Rea. He sym pathises w ith Dylan and Kylie w hen they 

adm it to running away: 'I know tha t feeling; [...] I’ve been running aw ay all my 

life*. W hen he offers the young fans a beer, he significantly tells the young Dylan: 

'Ladies first.' While the suggestion is a resonant one given the trea tm en t of the 

female characters by males in the film— Kylie being the victim of a sexual assault
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and Dylan’s m other the victim of domestic abuse—it also gives the young Dylan an 

instruction in etiquette than appeals to his growing feelings for Kylie. The gift of 

the beer is likewise a highly symbolic one. It is suggested that the young Dylan’s 

father abuses alcohol at the beginning of the narrative, and the act of being 

entrusted with alcohol by the elder Bob Dylan is indicative of the young Dylan's 

emergence into the adult world. The young Dylan, in a positive indicator of 

nascent responsibility and sound judgement, defers to the elder Dylan's 

judgement, and grants Kylie the first drink. Daly also suggests the elder 

perform er's positive influence on the young Dylan by the inference of the lighting. 

Dylan’s usual rim-lit silhouette is mirrored in the lighting of the young Dylan, 

suggesting the connection between the two (see fig. 13).

Figure 13: Stephen Rea’s 'Dylan’ imparts cryptic wisdom, and is m irrored by his young 

namesake.

When Rea’s Dylan is called to the stage, he wishes the kids a merry Christmas, and 

the young Dylan registers as star-struck ('Hey, Bob Dylan just gave us a beer!’]. 

The viewer hears the muffled rumble of music inside the concert venue, and in the 

next scene, this segues into a diegetic use of 'From A Buick 6', taken from Bob 

Dylan's 1965 album Highway 61 Revisited. This provides the music for a brief 

scene immediately following their encounter with ‘Bob Dylan’ where Dylan and 

Kylie heckle a group of buskers. Kylie asks 'Do yous not know any Bob Dylan?' and 

the young Dylan smashes the beer bottle at their feet before running away. Daly
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show s not only the protagonists’ im pressionability, bu t a new allegiance to Dylan 

the perform er.

‘From A Buick 6’ as chosen by Daly is particularly apt for the scene; its 

swirling organ and thickly textured electric guitar are in sharp  contrast to the 

spontaneous a cappella or acoustic renditions from other perform ers throughout 

the story. Daly also chooses to highlight again the young protagonist’s dependence 

on Kylie. In a sim ilar suggestion of gratitude and need as signalled by 'Shelter 

From the Storm', Daly gives prom inence to the first verse of ‘From A Buick 6’, with 

its narra to r’s praise for his female companion:

1 got this graveyard woman, you know she keeps my kid
But my soulful mama, you know she keeps me hid
She’s a junkyard angel and she always gives me bread
Well, if I go down dyin’, you know she bound to put a blanket on my bed.

The term  'junkyard angel’ here seem s particularly ap t for Kylie, w hose hom e 

shares the same desolate s tree t as Dylan’s.

That the elder Dylan figure is a stim ulus for larger perspectives and a 

g reater aw areness is accentuated by the perform ers throughout the film who use 

Dylan’s music. The dredger captain, who first introduces them  to 'Shelter From the 

Storm ’ is Italian, w hile the busker they encounter on the s tree t is another 

ethnicity. While Dylan and Kylie are not made aw are of this, the audience sees tha t 

the Bob Dylan they m eet a t the rear of the concert venue is the 'Down Under 

Dylan: A ustralia’s Favourite Bob Dylan T ribute’. The suggested pan-ethnic appeal 

of the perform er notw ithstanding, d irector Daly did intend for the children to be 

exposed to a g reater num ber of nationalities as w ay of characterising the location:

I just thought it was in teresting then to have all those faces around them  to 
be telling the  story of the place in some way. They w eren’t specifically 
linked to Dylan, bu t they w ere all m eant to be multicultural.^^

Dylan nonetheless perm eates Dylan and Kylie’s journey in o ther ways. The older 

Bob Dylan also can also be heard in the incidental underscore heard throughout 

the film. Rather than use an acoustic folk-based sound, the score is no t dissim ilar 

to Bob Dylan’s la tter day m aterial w ith producer Daniel Lanois, and elem ents of

*5 Chris Tinkham, 'Lance Daly: Interview with the director o f Kisses’
(http:/ /w w w .undertheradarm ag.com /interview s/lance dalv/. 19 February 2014).
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Modern Times. The music is especially redolent of the nocturnal ambiance of Oh 

Mercy, with a reverb-heavy electric guitar (resembling the tim bre of slide guitar] 

and gently plucked acoustic guitar, augmented by tambourine and rhythmic snare 

drums. Sections of the film evoking joy and friendship are coloured with 

instrumentation more redolent of this latter-day Bob Dylan sound, associating the 

performer with the film's warmer undercurrent. More sinister moments in the 

film emphasise piercing electronic dins and passages of synthesised drones, 

suggesting the coldness and unfamiliarity of the city.

That a degree of hagiography infuses the film in regards to the real Dylan is, 

again, like Todd Haynes' film I'm Not There, a mixture of the director's partiality 

for the music—Daly has said that the idea for the film came to him 'as he was 

driving around Dublin listening to Bob Dylan's Bringing It All Back Home and 

recalling how he contemplated running away from home as a kid'^^—but also a 

condition of being granted the use of genuine Dylan material. The securing of 

official Dylan studio recordings was, to an extent, negotiated on the basis of the 

amiability of the script towards the performer. As explicated by Daly in an 

interview:

We went to them [Bob Dylan's organization], and Jeff Rosen [Dylan's 
manager] had a look, and I think he really liked it, and he understood that it 
w asn't a cynical use of Bob, and it was respectful, and there's some kind of 
symbiosis between the film and the music; they w ent hand in hand. I think 
it worked for them, so they were accommodating, which was nice.^^

That a respectful treatm ent is expected by Dylan's organisation is not an 

unreasonable stance from those licensing his music, nor does it denigrate Daly's 

presentation of the performer. The director's treatm ent of Dylan is grounded in 

cinematic trends dating back decades, and his presentation of the perform er is in 

line with a number of lighting practices and thematic concerns found in many 

prior films. Daly and actor Stephen Rea, however, do manage to update the 

evocation of the perform er to better match his recent form, both musically and 

with a judicious suggestion of the singer’s age and current aesthetic.

Tinkham, ‘Lance Daly: Interview’. 
Tinkham, ‘Lance Daly: Interview’.
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Dylan as a proponent o f change exerts a strong hold on cinematic mores in 

depicting the performer. In the Coen Brothers film  Inside Llewyn Davis, Dylan's 

coffee-house period is once again put in the service of d ifficu lt changing times.

6 .4.4 Inside Llewyn Davis

The film  shows a week in the life o f a singer who is active in New York’s fo lk  music 

scene in 1961. Although Llewyn Davis is a fictional character, the story was partly 

inspired by the autobiography o f fo lk singer Dave Van Ronk, whose career 

intersected w ith  that o f Dylan's. Just as Davis is partly inspired by Van Ronk, a 

number o f fictional acts throughout the film  are based on actual Greenwich Village 

performers [among them a group clearly inspired by the Clancy Brothers]. Unlike 

these characters, which are established as fictionalised counterparts o f actual 

performers, the Coens make use of Bob Dylan’s personage as indicative o f the 

historical Dylan. When he appears in the final scenes of the film, he is notably not 

introduced by name.

The Coens portray Davis as an earnest, not-untalented performer, whose 

indecisiveness, in flex ib ility  and personal standards interfere w ith  his career 

aspirations and his relationships. It is incrementally suggested that Davis is 

u ltim ately trapped by his own personality flaws, in addition to occasional 

circumstantial impediments. The Coens suggest Davis’s cyclical entrapment in a 

number o f ways— the most salient example being the opening and closing scenes. 

Both depict Davis perform ing in the Gaslight Cafe, before being summoned to the 

alleyway outside by a shadowy and unidentified figure who beats Davis for a shght 

the previous evening, before walking off. In the closing version o f this scene, Davis 

is m indful o f the perform er who takes to the stage after his set, and who begins to 

sing a song w ith  a passing s im ila rity  to the trad itional song just performed by 

Davis. Davis's closing song is the public domain 'Fare Thee Well (Dink's Song)’; the 

unknown perform er begins to play 'Farewell’, a song composed by Dylan in 1963. 

The song is significantly one self-penned by Dylan, and indicative of a lite ra l 'new 

voice’ in Greenwich Village. Oscar Isaac, who portrays Davis, has implied the 

significance o f this choice o f artis t in an interview;

It ’s a story about a man walking around in the end times before the rapture
and the second coming when Dylan arrives on the scene, completely
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changing everything. This was a tim e v\/hen folk singers vi^ere 
preservationists, they v\/ere looking backw ards and  curating these  old 
songs [...]. Dylan arrived and looked backw ards and forw ards at the sam e 
time. Llewyn Davis plays the old songs and doesn 't w rite anything new.^^

As Davis's reperto ire  is confined to pre-existing m aterial, the use of a Dylan song 

with a 'farew ell' them e is a personalised and m odern statem ent, com pared to the 

'p reservationist' m ode as practised by Davis.

The Dylan studio version is once again dubbed over an acto r’s mimed 

perform ance, and given an am biance in the sound mix so as suggest a diegetic 

status. The actor portraying Dylan is shot in a m anner in keeping w ith those 

looked at previously—an unnam ed, near-faceless figure who m om entarily fixates 

the protagonist (see fig. 14).

Figure 14: Davis looks at the unnamed folk singer who has now taken his place.

The lighting is the w ell-established rim -lighting of The Wanderers and Kisses, 

obscuring the perform er's features so as to evoke a m ystery for the protagonist 

and the audience. As Davis moves outside, he continues to watch the perform er, 

who becom es m ore obscured by obstacles in the foreground as Davis moves 

tow ards the allejrway. This fleeting use of Dylan helps to elicit a resonance, as the

Pete Mitchell, ‘Oscar Isaac on Inside Llewyn Davis and the impact of Bob Dylan’ 
fhttp://w w w .radiotim es.com /new s/2014-01-23/oscar-isaac-on-inside-lIew vn-davis-and-the- 
impact-of-bob-dvlan. 5 March 2014).
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fictional Davis m om entarily crosses paths w ith the 'real' Dylan. This is achieved 

via the dram atic irony created by the period setting. A sense of poignancy is 

attached to Davis, v̂ ĥo does not realise (as the audience is understood to) the 

significance of the perform er on stage vi^ho is about transform  the staid 

conservatism  of the folk scene as depicted in the film. As Davis em erges into the 

alley, the sam e man from the opening scenes attacks him, this tim e for the abuse 

Davis m eted out to the m an’s wife the night before. Davis's final w ords are 'Au 

revo ir’ to the departing shadow y figure, as the Dylan song ‘Farewell’ continues to 

play, and segue into the closing credits. The evocation of departure, as Davis lies 

slum ped and beaten in the alley is poignant, given tha t the Coens are am biguous as 

to w hether this beating is the sam e one depicted in the film’s opening, or a 

recurrence of the sam e scenario.

Not only do the Coens evoke the historical Dylan in a traditional m anner, 

bu t also the perform er's capacity to evoke a sea-change in a given social context. 

This was the wish of the filmmakers, who attem pted to depict the Greenwich 

Village folk scene before Dylan's transform ation of it. As the film’s music 

supervisor T Bone Burnett has explained in an interview:

The Coens deliberately se t the story  specifically in the pre-Dylan era. They 
w anted to explore the music scene as they say th a t existed before Dylan 
came and changed everything.

Like the evocations of Dylan in The Wanderers and Kisses, there  is a fundam ental 

seriousness at w ork in how the Coens trea t Dylan, both w ith the reveren t way in 

which he is filmed, and the evocation of his accom plishm ents a t the film’s end. The 

Coens have been explicit in the ir attitudes in this regard, as here w hen discussing 

the film’s music with the  LA Times:

'There was never any desire to or in terest in burlesquing th a t scene. We 
w anted to do som ething in a straightforw ard way,’ says Joel, w ith Ethan 
adding, 'We grew  up w ith Bob Dylan; all those records w ere big deals. So 
w hat tha t came out of is a big deal to us as well’.'̂ o

'A Conversation With T Bone Burnett’ fhttp://vyw w .insidellewvndavis.com /about/a- 
conversation-with-t-bone-burnett. 5 March 2014).

Kenneth Turan, 'Cannes 2013: The musical side of the Coens’ Inside Llewyn Davis’ 
f http://yy ww.latim es.com /entertainm ent/m ovies/m oviesnow /la-et-m n-cannes-coen-hrothers- 
llew vn-davis-20130519.0.2371100.storv#ixzz2v7Xvzm M z. 5 March 2014).
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This impetus also links the Coens' usage of Dylan to the appearance o f ‘The Man in 

Me' in The Big Lebowski. While in this former instance, the use is playful one, it 

nonetheless derives some of its humorous effect precisely because of the ‘serious’ 

Dylan persona that it counteracts. Here, that serious, near-mythic historical Dylan 

personage is given one of his fullest and consummate personifications.

6.5 Conclusion

Having looked at a series of examples treating Dylan as a musical marker, as well 

as his personage on-screen, one can discern a number of patterns that have 

emerged throughout the decades. Amongst these patterns, and one noticeably 

prevalent in the visual personifications, is that Dylan is a character who is listened 

to. In several examples [namely The Wanderers and Inside Llewyn Davis) Dylan is 

absorbed solemnly by the location’s patrons, while the protagonist is momentarily 

rapt by the unidentified figure. The absence of the perform er's name is significant 

here also. In the absence of a name, Dylan is presented purely for his symbolic 

value. A degree of familiarity is also assumed among the audience. This has its own 

implications for the perform er’s status; omitting the name of the perform er 

suggests that Dylan's symbolic and aural signifiers have attained a certain status in 

pop culture so as not to require obtrusive introductions.

Dramatic irony is a common source of the resonance achieved when using 

Dylan's persona. Particularly in the period-set films, the audience is given the 

opportunity to view the lives of the characters in terms of Dylan's chronology 

(often twinned with that of the 1960s). As part of the dramatic irony, the film's 

fictional characters are granted a degree of ‘reality’ by their intersection with the 

historical figure of Dylan. As their lives momentarily cross paths with that of the 

‘real' performer, a momentary frisson occurs as the fictional characters ‘crossover' 

into a historical timeline. This is of course not unique to Dylan; to take just one 

example from a film looked at previously, Forrest Gump is populated with 

historical figures who interact with the life of the protagonist, grounding Tom 

Hank's titular character in a reality that anchors the unlikeliness of his story.

If a unique facet of Dylan's evocation can be discerned, it is his personage's 

location at a particular cusp in American history, poised at the brink of John F. 

Kennedy’s assassination and the emergence of a new, countercultural upending of
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Eisenhower-era conservatism . The abihty of Dylan's personage to sum m on up the 

m om entous changes occurring in American society as the  60s progressed provides 

the fictional characters vi îth a poignant unpreparedness and naivete. As a means 

of situating their story in the b roader context of the 60s, Dylan is ideal for 

highlighting the individual in the g reater expanse of tha t decade’s history.

Dylan’s pop culture status as 'The Voice of a Generation' receives a degree 

of prom inence in film, yet the way filmmakers have chosen to elicit it is—perhaps 

unexpectedly—a decidedly intim ate and secluded one. Rather than evoke Dylan at 

the March on W ashington, 28 August 1963 w here he perform ed at the same 

podium  w here Martin Luther King delivered his 'I Have a Dream Speech', Dylan is 

shown in sm aller venues or in the dom estic sphere, w here he is not so much the 

voice of a generation, bu t of a conscientious few whom he impacts deeply. This can 

be seen in Four Corners, w here the individualistic and resolute Tim Robbins 

character w ishes to set off for Mississippi to champion Civil Rights, and in Forrest 

Gump, w here Robin W right's Jenny is waylaid by the m ajority of soldiers for 

perform ing 'Blowin' in the W ind’. O ther examples can be found in Born on the 

Fourth o f July, w here Dylan’s m aterial is first used as part of the radicalisation of 

Josh Evans’ Tommy Kovic, notably in the confines of his bedroom . Later, ‘A Hard 

Rain's A-Gonna Fall' is perform ed in an intim ate nightclub setting, this tim e as part 

of the character developm ent of Tom Cruise's Ron Kovic. This em phasis on Dylan's 

im pact on sm aller groups is found again in Kisses, w here Dylan is transm itted  to 

the young protagonists increm entally, through w ord-of-m outh perform ances tha t 

gradually win them  over to Dylan’s w orth. That this takes place in an urban 

setting, and am ongst an oblivious or indifferent populous is again indicative of 

Dylan’s suggested appeal to cloistered groups or individuals, in contrast, say, to 

the Beatles, who from A Hard Day's Night (1964) are depicted as having a mass 

public appeal, invariably in exterior, densely populated scenarios. Todd Haynes 

(perhaps unintentionally) depicts this in I'm Not There, w here the Beatles 

m om entarily cross paths w ith Cate Blanchett’s Dylan.
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Figure 15: Cate Blanchett’s Dylan is waylaid by individual interrogators while the Beatles 
are mobbed by screaming fans in the background.

In a confluence of two black and white 1960s documents (A Hard Day’s Night and 

Dont Look Back) the viewer sees the discrepancy between how both are received 

by the public. The Beatles on one hand are mobbed by a screaming, amorphous 

group of fans (indicted as largely female by the high pitch of the screaming], while 

Dylan is sequestered off into a more secluded, concentrated group, and 

interrogated methodically by individuals (see fig. 15]. The way Dylan connects 

with his fans is more indicative of their intense close reading, rather than the 

blunter and primal reception afforded the Beatles. This is accentuated further in 

I’m Not There, as one of the seven Dylans (Ben Wishaw’s 'Arthur') is depicted 

solely as being the subject of a long interrogation.

Another pattern that can be discerned throughout the multiple iterations of 

the filmic Dylan is his connection and appeal to the female audience. This linkage 

can be found in The Wanderers. It is Karen Allen’s character who attends the folk 

club where Dylan is performing, and which Richie (soon to be absorbed into a 

misogynistic form of patriarchy) excludes himself from. The idealistic Rose in 

Dogfight owns a copy of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, and keeps a picture of the 

performer (amongst others] on her wall. Born on the Fourth o f July shows the 

character of Donna attending a (female) perform er at a folk club, who performs 'A 

Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall’. Forrest Gump’s jenny sings ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ to a 

group of soldiers, who heckle the character for her attem pt at solemnity and 

sensitivity in the context of a topless performance—the crude masculinity of the
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Strip club patrons in turn  helping to feminize the song further. The Bob Dylan of 

Kisses appeals to the young Kylie; the Dylan surrogate even corrects his nam esake 

for not handing the beer to Kylie ('Don’t forget kid; ladies first’]. Niki Caro's North 

Country, to which Dylan contributed an original song, finds the d irector using 

Dylan songs addressing wom en as a com m entary on her protagonist, the victim of 

sexual discrim ination and harassm ent. Olivier Dahan's My Own Love Song sees 

Renee Zellweger's character im m ersed in Dylan's music, both as non-diegetic 

accom panim ents, as well as com ponent parts of her reperto ire. For its initial 

innocuousness, Cate B lanchett’s casting as Dylan in I'm Not There can therefore be 

seen as an unexpectedly logical step  in Dylan’s cinematic depictions. The depiction 

of Dylan as a gender-neutral perform er, w ith a strong appeal to female as well as 

male audiences, also has a notably de-sexualised presentation. Unlike the 

scream ing girls who pursue the Beatles in I'm Not There, Dylan’s appeal is m ore 

intellectual in nature, as is seen in Haynes’ depiction of Dylan’s arden t adm ires as 

over-analytical college students, journalists and m atronly ladies. A by-product of 

this is the infrequent evocation of Dylan as a rom antic figure to women. The 

attraction in all the cases shown above betw een Dylan and his female (and male) 

audience is seemingly one of platonic empathy.

Finally, there  is a discernible desire in these filmic exam ples to locate Dylan 

(and his politics] in a nebulous, leftist ideology. While Dylan has disavowed 

political m eanings in his songs, filmmakers have alm ost invariably linked Dylan’s 

m aterial in the 60s to an anti-right m entality indicative of g reater freedom and 

progressivism . However much Dylan’s songs may indeed reflect this m ind-set (in 

spite of Dylan's own claims], there is a detectable degree of bias in the n ea r

unilateral use of Dylan in this context. While Dylan's own political apostasy is 

attested  to by his interview s in the 1960s and beyond, m ultiple songs in his 1965- 

66 have complex political im plications tha t are divorced from the com paratively 

simple evocations of left-wing allegiances suggested in m any cinem atic uses. For 

example, the opening track of Dylan's 1966 album Blonde on Blonde, 'Rainy Day 

Women #12 & 35', can easily be tied to the advocacy of drug use w ith its phrase 

‘They'll stone ya' in every line of the verses, plus the refrain of 'But I w ould not feel 

so all alone—everybody m ust get stoned'. Less em phasised, however, is the song's
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Biblical connotations (the Book of Proverbs inspired the song’s title j/^  or the 

song’s suggestion tha t all persuasions [inclusive of political leanings] are united by 

a common fate, or the cheerful fatalism in the perform ance of the song tha t 

undercuts any kind of progressive or heartening message of positive change. The 

advocacy of traditionalism  by Dylan in the 1967-70  period, nam ely in his country 

album  Nashville Skyline, and o ther select songs (‘Tears of Rage’ from The Basem ent 

Tapes or 'Down Along the Cove’ from John Wesley Harding] are likewise rarely  

them atised w ithin the context of a cinematic narrative. Filmmakers instead have 

used a conception of Dylan as indicative of 1960s change and counterculture 

m ores. This is tied into the frequent personification of the 'serious’ 1960s 

am algam of Dylan, w ith his easily-recognisable vocal tim bre and silhouette. That 

such a pervasive visual rubric has built-up around Dylan is as a resu lt of a num ber 

of factors, which will be exam ined shortly.

Moving on now to the final section, there will be an analysis of the 

establishm ent of this visual culture around Dylan, one of which ties into his 

cinem atic portrayals, and which is linked to the governance of Dylan’s personage 

by his record label and representatives, as well as o ther factors.

Heylin, Revolution in the Air, 378. The phrase comes from chapter twenty-seven, verse fifteen: ‘A 
continual dropping in a very rainy day and a contentious woman are [much] alike’.
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusion

7.1 Overview

This final chapter will draw together a number of issues raised throughout the 

thesis. Among these will be a reflection on Dylan’s 'montage' writing introduced in 

Chapter Two and which can now be better viewed in the light of his film work. 

Also pertinent is the need to address the anomalous 'out-of-print' status befalling 

Dylan’s visual record. As mentioned previously, much of Dylan's filmed material 

has been secluded from a broad audience, leaving only brief fragments of films and 

choice promotional videos in the public eye. Also addressed below is the issue of 

intentionality in Dylan's work, and how the perception of Dylan’s writing 

impetuses affects the reception and understanding of his work. As a connecting 

theme in this thesis has been the incorporation of the artists’ intent, its 

problematic nature is addressed here. A different mode for ‘reading’ Dylan’s 

recent work, particularly in regards to its referential qualities, may necessitate a 

new way of approaching his music and will be outlined below.

Also included are suggestions for further research. Given Dylan's 

productivity, a high quantity of articles have emerged documenting Dylan in a 

variety of ways; provided are some broad headings under which a more sustained 

and extensive treatment might be carried out. Also provided is a brief look at how  

Dylan's representations can be incorporated into trends in mainstream cinema. 

Shifts in the pop culture climate emerging from changing musical tastes, to 

historical events such as 9 /11 , are reflected in cinema in general but also in how  

filmmakers depict cultural icons. Dylan’s representation in this light can be seen to 

mirror these changes. What is postulated is the degree to which Dylan can reflect 

these changing views, and how the treatment of pop cultural icons in general are 

made to serve the public’s evolving tastes.

A final suggestion concerns Dylan's late-career infatuation with the visual 

arts. Although it has by no means gone unnoticed, an arresting new proclivity in
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Dylan’s work is its visual nature; art exhibitions have become more frequent than 

new albums. How his methodologies in these mediums might colour and 

illuminate Dylan’s films [and vice versa] will be addressed below. Firstly, the issue 

of Dylan's visual record will be contextualised among other performers' work.

7.2 Visual gaps and 'bootleg' culture

What follows is a number of observations on the current status of Dylan's 

representation in visual narrative. While this is not necessarily limited to cinema, 

it hopefully can illuminate—and begin to account for—propensities in the 

narrative appropriation of Dylan. It also provides context for how artists of 

comparable stature are redefining their legacy-in-progress and where Dylan's 

management of his back-catalogue overlaps with—or differs from—the approach 

of his baby-boomer peers.

It is unusual that of the limited number of movies that Dylan has taken a 

direct hand in, two major projects are unavailable in any official capacity, while 

another has never emerged from the VHS era. The withholding of an official 

release of Eat the Document and Renaldo and Clara, as well as a reintroduction of 

Hearts o f Fire, elicits some interesting questions about historical revisionism and 

Dylan's official canon.

Several of Dylan's peers, namely the Beatles, Bruce Springsteen, Neil Young, 

and The Doors, to name a few, have confronted the issue of their own legacy in a 

variety of ways, exerting a greater deal of artistic control than was granted their 

rock 'n' roll forerunners in terms of how, and under what circumstances, their 

records are released and catalogued. Arguably the most entrenched in the issue of 

archival consolidation is Neil Young, who has launched a major archival series to 

compile previously released material, never-before released recordings, and 

reconstructions of abandoned projects:

Some of it is good, some of it is crap that wasn't released—there's a reason. 
Take a look, see what it is. That's what an [...] archive is about, not 'Here's 
Neil Young in all his wonderfulness [...].' That's not what I want. I want 
people to know how [...] terrible I was. How scared I was and how great I 
was. ^

' Jimmy McDonough, Shakey: Neil Young's Biography (London: Jonathan Cape, 2002), 10.
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Included in the first instalm ent of the am bitious series was Journey through the 

Past, a 1972 film directed by Young in a sim ilar vein to the style of Eat the 

Document and Renaldo and Clara. Unavailable for years, Young finally included it 

in Archives: Volume 1:1963-1972, in spite of its critical reception.

Young's approach stands in contrast to the deep-seated reticence in 

evidence regarding Dylan’s releases. Dylan's films rem ain m arginalised from the 

official canon. The em brace of both successes and failures in an a rtis t’s back- 

catalogue is of course a m atter for the artist, bu t Dylan's discretion is more 

pronounced, owing to the potential difference to his catalogue tha t an em brace of 

his visual record would bring. Eat the Document and Renaldo and Clara, for all 

the ir dubious artistry, contain historically significant concert footage, capturing 

Dylan at two peaks in his live perform ing history. The curren t paucity of Dylan-on- 

film also extends to live concerts originally released on VHS and which have yet to 

em erge on a digital medium. Gillian Arm strong's Hard to Handle (1986) concert 

film of Dylan and The H eartbreakers perform ing together has yet to be reissued, 

w hile the Hard Rain (1976) concert has still to em erge on any hom e medium.

Curtailm ent of Dylan’s visual record extends to the policy of Sony to 

rem ove and report 'unau thorised’ footage of Dylan taken privately by fans at 

concerts and posted on the Internet. Likewise, a sizeable num ber of Dylan’s music 

videos has been suppressed; Sony's official Dylan 'channel' contains just a sample 

of the actual num ber of prom otional films produced for Dylan’s songs. In a familiar 

trend, the 1980s m aterial is the first casualty of this bias.

This tight control of Dylan's visual 'availability' is p a rt of larger policy of 

historical revisionism  across much of Dylan’s output. With each edition of Dylan’s 

collected w ritten  work, the selection becom es less generous, om itting poem s and 

song lyrics, as well as preserving (and exacerbating) revisions of lyrics by Dylan 

which contrast m arkedly w ith w hat was sung on any of the recorded versions.

W ithholding of a visual record of Dylan's output, for good or ill, keeps his 

music in the forefront of his artistic contribution. While his films may not exceed 

the achievem ents of his music, the curtailm ent and m arginalisation of his 

contribution to celluloid unnecessarily hinders a m ore complete, ‘public’ 

assessm ent of the sum total of his output. In the case of Eat the Document and 

Renaldo and Clara, their unavailability has had the parallel effect of concealing the



268

footage shot for them, meaning that the 1966 and 1975-76 tours, both milestones 

in Dylan's live performance history, are sadly limited to brief snippets.

Withdrawing filmed material of Dylan’s career also contributes to the 

bootleg culture surrounding the artist, and propagates the dissemination of 

unofficial material. This consciously or unconsciously adds to his mystique, and 

the 'buried treasure' quality of his bootleg recordings. Erecting walls between 

what are authorised, 'acceptable' depictions of Dylan verses unauthorised ones 

imbues a hint of transgression in seeing sides to the artist deemed not fit for 

public approbation. The narrative and concert films, therefore, with the advent of 

file-sharing, are the remit of a dedicated few, and are charged with an illegitimacy 

that encourages clandestine means of acquisition. The presence of ‘hidden’ sides 

to Dylan is not unique to the artist; the Beatles too have suppressed the fly-on-the- 

wall Let It Be (1970], owing to the troubled light in which it shows the performers, 

and it is unlikely to be released in the remaining members' lifetime.^ The Rolling 

Stones have their own illicit document in the form of Cocksucker Blues [1972). 

After the band sued to prevent its distribution, the unvarnished documentary 

circulated through unofficial channels; according to the settlem ent of the suit, the 

film could be shown publicly only five times a year, and in the presence of the 

director Robert Frank.^ The gaps in these important artists' career output, 

however, are surmountable to the point of negligibility in the age of the Internet. 

Given these films’ availability in privately-disseminated quarters, access is easier 

than ever before for the curious; however, a more complete ‘official’ record would 

have the benefits of greater visibility, and invite scrutiny and insight from a 

number of discourses who heretofore have been excluded from the material 

simply by its arcane nature.

7.3 The Issue of Intentionality

Exacerbating their withdrawal from distribution, the impact and lasting power of 

Dylan's 60s material has had the effect of throwing his cinematic ventures into a

2 'Macca and Ringo say just Let It Be’ fhttp://w w w .express.co.uk/davandnipht/54635/M acca-and- 
Ringo-sav-iust-Let-lt-Be. 14 March 2013).
2 David Fricke, T h e Greatest RoUing Stones Movie You've Never Seen: Cocksucker Blues’ 
fhttp://wrww,rolIingstone.com /m usic/blogs/alternate-take/the-greatest-rolling-stones-m ovie- 
vouve-never-seen-cocksucker-b lues-20121120.15 October 2013).
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less-than-favourable light, particularly upon their original releases. How much 

Dylan 'in tends' Renaldo and Clara's controversies to counteract received filmic 

wisdom , however, is part of a larger anxiety over intentionality in Dylan. While 

this is true  for many artists, Dylan’s intentions for the direction of much of his 

album  ou tpu t has been left to in terpretation, w here many of his peers have been 

m ore open in term s of the ir agenda in tackling specific lyrical them es, or in 

broaching a new sound. Ambiguity pervades as a result, over w hether to take 

certain w ork m ore ‘seriously’ than others, and a propensity  to split Dylan’s oeuvre 

into 'm ajor' and 'm inor' artistic  statem ents. W here this affects Dylan differently 

than o ther artists is in how the w ork is judged in term s of its quality. Taking 

Dylan's m ost recent original release Tempest as an example of this, a question 

arises over w hether its eccentricities are tan tam ount to conscious artistic  choices 

by Dylan, or sym ptom s of a creative lull. This is largely dictated by Dylan's curren t 

w riting style: borrow ing melodies and w ords from num erous textual sources and 

stitching them  together in a form of bricolage. From this song-writing (compiling?) 

practice, it is possible to unearth  them atic threads and com m onalities tha t infer a 

coherence and a deliberateness. This in tu rn  favours a structural reading. In 

contrast, how ever, the sam e elem ents can be used to infer shallowness, 

unoriginality, and abdication of the artist's  lyrical gifts on display in o ther [often, 

earlier) albums.

To help bridge the gap betw een opposing assessm ents of Dylan's la ter 

output, a reading of the m aterial tha t depends less on the au thor's  intent, and 

m ore so on the experience of the listener, could be fruitful. N arrative in this m ode 

of song-w riting often extends intertextually, ra th e r than intratextually  w ithin the 

confines of the song or album. In using pre-existing sources, connections to o ther 

contexts outside of the song are there to be discovered by the listener. There is 

sense th a t as of Time Out o f  Mind, Dylan is consciously pioneering a lexicon layered 

with these cross-textual m ini-narratives. The adaptation and tacit 

acknow ledgem ent of existing texts (verbal and musical) is as old as Dylan's career, 

yet it is only w ith the release of "Love and Theft" tha t the practice has becom e 

formalized as a song-w riting tool, apparently  an integral p a rt of all new output.

■* Analogous qualities can be found in his numerous other projects. Much of Chronicles, Volume One 
has been sourced to pre-existing text, while several com positions in The Asia Series o f paintings in
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While the surface juxtapositions and contrasts still create meaning, these 

meanings can, however, be subverted (or enhanced) depending on the listener's 

sensitivity to Dylan’s sources. This raises some interesting questions as to the 

adjustment required by Dylan to understand the impetuses of a given song. Does it 

give the song greater complexity of meaning if one perceives its literary 

antecedents? Do the songs improve as a listening experience if one knows the 

sources to which Dylan is alluding to?

This juxtapositional/montage format can be made to serve both original 

and 'found' material, and as such, can be employed in a reading of Dylan’s film 

work. When viewed in the light of Dylan’s cinematic offerings, we can see that 

Renaldo and Clara and Masked and Anonymous can allow for similar cross-textual 

readings, with the thematic and symbolic elements open to textual coalescences 

that may or not be intended, nor whose resultant effects are mutually exclusive. 

Luckily, in the case of Renaldo and Clara, Dylan’s account of what he sees in his 

own motion-picture is available, which is often not the case with his other works. 

As seen from Dylan’s point of view, the positioning of certain scenes in the vicinity 

of others is part of an internal logic, and scenes have been weaved together to 

convey a specific (if cryptic) cumulative effect. This has an affinity with the 

juxtapositional style of his twenty-first century albums discussed in Chapter Two, 

while there is evidence from Dylan’s interviews that the patchwork approach in 

later albums has surface similarities—and forms a continuity w ith—his stream-of- 

consciousness work in the 60s. In the case of the later albums, it is simply born of 

a different attitude, with a greater reliance on pre-w ritten text, rather than on 

largely original or reconfigured material. In this way we can see an analogous 

methodology running through the entirety of his work, and of which the films are 

a stark visual representation.

As this issue of montage and its effect on the songs’ meaning is so 

pronounced, it may be instructive at this final stage to return to this concern as

2011 can be sourced to older photographs. The deference to the words of others can also be seen 
in the recent collaborations with Grateful Dead lyricist Robert Hunter, The Lost Notebooks of Hank 
Williams (2011) project, and the all-covers Christmas in the Heart (2009), while the music and 
lyrics of Together Through Life and Tempest have many antecedents in the folk/blues lexicography, 
and other artists’ back catalogues. Scott Warmuth’s contributions in this area have been revelatory, 
and can found on his blog http://swarm uth.blogspotno/ .
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initroduced in Chapter Two, and attem pt to discern some of its effects when 

com bined w ith the lyrics and structu re  of ballad-based songs.

7.4 The Effects of'Montage'Writing

He told me ‘I haven’t  w ritten  a song in years ' and I said 'Well, w hat are you
talking about, w ho's w riting them  then?' and he said 'The Box’.̂

Joni Mitchell on Dylan, 2013.

Since "Love and Theft", Dylan has continued to explore the m ontage-based w riting 

firs t hit upon so successfully in tha t 2001 album. The m ontage w riting technique 

seem s to suggest tha t Dylan has retained the services of the ‘box' long after Joni 

Mitchell referred  to his pool of resources as such in 1996.^ The subject is broached 

in the context of films, and Mitchell in quoting Dylan specifies tha t he 'w rite(s) 

dow n things from m ovies’ (meaning the box, or the concept of it, m ight predate 

1985's Empire Burlesque]. This m ethod of picking and choosing from a sto re  of 

pre-existing m aterial would go a long way to account for the patchw ork quality of 

his latest albums, and all their a ttendan t fragm entations of people, places and 

feelings.

The patchw ork/m ontage technique can use fragm entation and am biguous 

narra to rs  to suggest archetypal qualities, as well as b roader historical 

perspectives. As a corollary to this, w hat Dylan appears to be sacrificing [or 

exchanging, if the results are positive) is a sustained narrative m om entum , where 

the  song's subject is developed through a succession of verses to a satisfying 

conclusion. Such songs w ere still p resen t in abundance on 1997’s Time Out o f  

Mind, the obvious choice being its centrepiece 'Not Dark Yet', discussed in relation 

to Wonder Boys. "Love and Theft" also m aintains a balancing act betw een the 

vagaries of the sources and a forw ard-m oving narrative m om entum , nam ely with 

the s tandout tracks ‘Po’ Boy’ and 'High W ater'. Modern Times, from its opening

5 Joni M itchell in terv iew ed  by Jian Ghom eshi, ‘Joni M itchell on Bob Dylan **CBC M usic Exclusive,’ 
YouTube video, 2:24, posted  by ‘CBC M usic’ fh ttp ://w w w .you tu b e.com /w atch ?v= gZ Y 8aD g dTI. 11 
June 2 0 1 3 ).
® Lindsay Moon, ‘W ords and Music - Joni Mitchell and M orrissey’ 
fh ttp ://io n im itch e ll.co m /lib ra rv /v iew .cfm ? id = 6 7 8 . 24  October 2 0 13 ).
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track 'Thunder on the Mountain’ in comparison, while rich in vocal detail and 

striking lines, yields little in term s of a sustained narrative conceit throughout. It 

instead depends on vocal delivery, musical accompaniment, and dexterous word 

play for its effect^

Another tendentious facet of writing from 'the box', and a tricky aspect to 

evaluate, is how this compositional method facilitates the simulation of substance. 

2012's Tempest, like "Love and Theft", establishes motifs that are revisited 

throughout the album. In the case of the latter, references to family, Shakespeare 

and minstrelsy pervade numerous songs, as shown in Chapter Two. With "Love 

and Theft", they are integrated into the thematic fabric of the song. 'Lonesome Day 

Blues’, with it recurrent themes of loss and abandonment, integrates a family 

reference, but in the service of said themes. The line, 'I wish my m other was still 

alive’, for example, is another part of the recurrent usage of familial references, yet 

it also evokes loss, in keeping with the song's title and subject matter.

Multiple Tempest songs feature a recurrence of sanguinary imagery, 

evocations of slavery, and phrases associated with the Beatles.^ While this creates 

resonances that bounce the listener back and forth between separate songs, its 

ability to generate thematic depth is debatable. With the use of recurring imagery, 

the impression created by the words can belie an emotional engagement with 

their content. While repeated references are suggestive of unity of purpose and 

thought, without the judicious arrangem ent of complementary lyrics to tease out 

and develop the imagery, emotional and creative insight suffers accordingly. In the 

absence of a discernible subtext, and when metaphors are devoid of their 

representational quality, the outcome for the lyrics is an apparent lack of depth.

Part and parcel of this, and a result of the bricolage-derived method, are the 

problems posed by the absence of context. While the judicious absence of 

contextual elements can elevate material into a more universal statement, the 

absence of context, in tandem with disconnected phrases, can weaken the song's

It is important to stress that there is nothing inherently inferior about well-delivered word play 
sim ply for its ow n sake. Dylan as recently as Tem pest has enjoyed playful assonance (in lines such 
as ‘Charlotte's a harlot, dresses in scarlet’, and 'the lecherous and treacherous’] and alliteration  
('ding dong daddy’], their obviousness calling attention to their sound, as opposed to any 
underlying content.
® Dylan, for instance, uses John Lennon's famous opening line to ‘A Day in the Life': ‘I heard the 
new s today, oh boy’ in the album’s final track 'Roll on John’ (his eulogy to the late Beatle), and 
reconfigures it as a personal response to the new s of the singer’s murder in 1980.
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im pact because it stifles em pathy with the singer. Tempest's ‘Pay in Blood’, for 

example, finds Dylan in a vituperative mood. The lyrics feature a chain of 

aggressive proclamations, bu t in the absence of context, the listener has no 

fram ew ork by which to em pathise w ith the narrato r. The anger of the 

perform ance goes unaccounted for am idst the accusatory and declarative words, 

leaving an expression of a sta te  of mind that precludes an em otional connection. 

Like much of Modern Times, the listener is positioned as a voyeur ra th e r than a 

participant in a dialogue.

Yet the montage m ethod does not necessarily preclude perceptiveness, or 

the listener’s identification. "Love and Theft" sees Dylan characterise his actants 

w ith g reater resourcefulness, using highly visual vignettes as a m eans of 

conveying their personalities. For instance, the opening song, ‘Tweedle Dee & 

Tweedle Dum', conveys the tw ins’ duplicity w ith sharply observed snapshots, such 

as 'Looking in the w indow  at the pecan pie /  Lot of things they’d like they  would 

never buy’, while the song ‘Po’ Boy’ similarly creates character with deft, colourful 

scenarios:

I say, ‘How much you w ant for that?’ I go into the store
The man says, 'Three dollars.’ 'All right,’ 1 say, ‘Will you take four?’

The addition of these sketches helps Dylan im m easurably by providing him w ith a 

strongly draw n scene for his vocals to play off. By striking a particular mood 

vocally in relation to the implications of a w ritten  text, the effect of the 

lyrical/vocal interplay becomes m ore precise and communicative.

In term s of this m ontage-based assem blage of lyrics, Dylan is certainly 

capable of finding the correct com binations to elicit a precise response. Yet in 

juxtaposing tw o disconnected images, there is a chance th a t in the absence of a 

discernible idea to com municate, tha t only a vague and unspecific th ird  image 

lacking in precision or insight will be inferred. In the Eisenstein example of the 

gluttonous man and a starving m other from Chapter Two, the juxtaposition results 

in a distinct third image, and while its precise im plications will vary from listener 

to listener, inequality is heavily implied, likely followed by moral indignation. 

Likewise, in the line from 'The Levee Gonna Break’: 'Some people on the road 

carrying everything tha t they own /  Some people got barely enough skin to cover
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their bones’, an evocation of inequahty resounds clearly. The specificity of the two 

original images accounts for the precision of the third, yet in the absence of a 

specific feeling or insight to convey, the juxtapositions are wholly dependent on 

the vocal and musical framework to give them life.

The disconnection between phrases, and the inchoate stance of the 

narrator, does not preclude riches of their own (as in the case of T hunder on the 

Mountain' mentioned above], yet in placing emphasis on the song’s here-and-now 

qualities, the concurrent absence of depth can result in songs that veer into 

ephemeral territory. Tempest’s 'Soon After Midnight', for example, evokes romance 

and resentment, yet with the incongruities between the romantic and violent 

phrases, the listener is forced to engage with the song as aural sensation, pleasing 

on the level of musical/vocal delivery only. Similarly with ‘Narrow Way', 'Early 

Roman Kings' and 'Roll on John', images [some very effective) react with one 

another, held together by tone, mood and music, yet without necessarily 

developing their ideas beyond the boundaries of their verses. This, it must be 

stressed, is not in and of itself a negative attribute. Yet it is also not indicative of 

the strengths that many have come to associate with Dylan's best writing, possibly 

owing to its perceived impersonality.

None of this is to suggest that Tempest represents a cul-de-sac for this type 

of montage writing. At least two songs marshal some of the strengths of the 

montage style, and reintegrate them into a more disciplined narrative structure. 

Compositionally, 'Tin Angel' and the title track are the most redolent, given the 

focus of this thesis, as they display a mixture of the balladic narrative tradition 

with the montage writing pioneered with "Love and Theft" and Modern Times. 

Here, one can see that Dylan does not necessarily need to sacrifice the strengths of 

one writing method in returning to an older form. The song 'Tempest' in particular 

seems to adapt the montage-writing predilection for gathering multifarious 

references from disparate time frames and sources, and apply them to the 

disciplined telling of a prolonged story. While the fourteen minute ballad follows 

the story of the sinking of the Titanic, Dylan makes a reference to 'Leo' in one 

particular verse:

Leo took his sketchbook
He was often so inclined
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He closed his eyes and painted
The scenery in his mind

'Leo' is an allusion to actor Leonardo DiCaprio, w ho played the protagonist in 

James Cameron’s lavish 1997 dram a Titanic. Dylan was open about this 

anachronistic  reference in a 2012 interview  w ith Rolling Stone: '"Yeah, Leo,” says 

Dylan. "I don 't think the song would be the sam e w ithout him. Or the movie'”.̂  

This, of course, is a conflating of fact, fiction, genre and chronology, and suggestive 

o f an oceanic no-time in which the Titanic tragedy occurs. Its ahistorical effect can 

be  traced to o ther instances exam ined throughout the thesis, w here Dylan’s 

preoccupation with conveying non-linear tim e and space are played out in song 

and  film. With the continued in terest show n by Dylan throughout Tempest for the 

m ontage-based assem blages derived from  the "Love and Theft"/ Modern Times 

mould, fu rther developm ents of this w riting strategy in the future are not 

inconceivable.

7.5 Future Avenues
Having taken a final look a t cinematicism in Dylan’s writing, the following section 

will offer som e observations on the topic of Dylan’s filmic representations, and 

potential avenues for future research based on the preceding analyses.

Based on the overview  provided in the p resen t thesis, a m ore in-depth look 

at Dylan’s appearances in cinema may be w arranted , as a m eans of m ore 

thoroughly exploring cinema and television’s im pact on his cultural reception and 

understanding. It would also be in teresting to expand this conceit to o ther m ajor 

musical figures in tw entieth  century pop culture. Cinematic depictions of the 

Beatles and Elvis Presley could be revealing in how  they propagate or subvert the 

received wisdom  surrounding  these artists. These tw o cases m ight be particularly 

interesting, in term s of how  the Beatles are m ade to evoke concepts or ideals 

linked to the 1960s, and how  filmmakers navigate the different epochs in Elvis's 

career: the extent to which his m id-70s persona is m ade elegiac for instance, or if

 ̂Mikal Gilmore, 'Bob Dylan on His Dark New Album, Tempest
f http://www.rolling.stone.com/music/news/bob-dylan-on-his-dark-new-album-tempest- 
20120801 .15 October 2013).
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he too is treated to an idealised amalgam of his most lauded traits, as Dylan so 

often is.

It may be of value to trace how Dylan’s own preoccupation with the earlier 

parts of his career (as evidenced in Masked and Anonymous, but also in his memoir 

Chronicles, Volume One] has a connection, firstly to other trends in cinematic 

depictions of rock stars, but more broadly, with a twenty-first century predilection 

for ‘origin stories’. Perhaps inspired, however imperceptibly, by the global 

upheaval in the aftermath of the attacks on the World Trade Centre in 2001, there 

has been a strong trend in mainstream filmmaking and television for the telling of 

a character’s pre-history. This may be as a result of an aggregate desire among 

audiences for a sense of fixity, in the guise of re-forging bonds with cultural 

mainstays. This manifests itself in the popularity of—and hunger for—a repetition 

and recapitulation of pre-existing stories with an established iconography. It also 

could be indicative of an interest in establishing base motivations. The aura of 

senselessness around the 9 /11  attacks seems to have spurred a cultural 

preoccupation with grounding iconic figures in their pasts, as a means of 

explicating how they arrived at that status, and reconfirming their ethical/moral 

philosophies. Pop culture icons have been unremittingly re-presented to 

audiences in films that stress their beginnings. A brief list might include James 

Bond in Casino Royale [2006], Batman in Batman Begins (2005], Superman in Man 

o f Steel (2013] and Spiderman in Spider-Man (2002]. This last film, while released 

in 2002, was produced in 2001 before 9/11; Spiderman’s origin story was 

subsequently re-told in a patently post-9/11 world in The Amazing Spider-Man 

[2012]. Literary and comic figures are one branch of this preoccupation; even 

horror icons from the 1970s and 1980s have been remade and repackaged, always 

with intense enquiry into their formative motivations and pre-history (see 2007’s 

Halloween, 2010's A Nightmare on Elm Street, 2003’s The Texas Chainsaw 

Massacre, and, more blatantly, 2006’s The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The 

Beginning).

This has extended to a comparable interest in iconographic musicians, in an 

attem pt to account for their later stardom and status by looking a t their formative 

motivations and circumstances. The TV miniseries Elvis (2005] chronicles the 

perform er from his days in secondary education. The Beatles’ early years have
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also been addressed; George H arrison's form ative years and Beatles career are 

given the m ost atten tion  in Scorsese’s docum entary George Harrison: Living in the 

Material World (2011], while John Lennon’s adolescence comes under scrutiny in 

Nowhere Boy [2009). D irector James Mangold likewise concentrates on Johnny 

Cash's early years in Walk the Line (2005).

Dylan, owing to his pop culture status, has too been sw ept up in this trend. 

Martin Scorsese's No Direction Home notably locates itself in the 1960s, and a 

them atic th read  throughout the film is Dylan and others accounting for and 

grasping at the perform er’s motivations. Likewise, Todd Haynes’ I’m Not There 

features in terrogations of the perform er, and in the 'W oody’ segments, examines 

w hat circum stances produced the m ercurial artist. As recently as 2013, Inside 

Llewyn Davis hones in on beginnings, locating Dylan in his Greenwich Village p re 

history.

In a com mon trend  throughout this thesis, Dylan’s own cinematic ideals do 

not match prevailing fashions; Dylan's jaundiced Masked and Anonymous—ap t to 

be read in the post-9 /11  context—stands apart from other projects centred on the 

artist. The film's setting suggests the closing stages of a devastating war; the 

source of conflict—and frequently, the m otivations and histories of the 

characters—are left shrouded in mystery.

W here Dylan might prove an in teresting  subject in this context is that the 

artist has, th roughout the decades, always tried  to find a way of purging and 

explicating the past. Renaldo and Clara and Masked and Anonymous [and 

Chronicles: Volume One) all, to som e extent, engage w ith Dylan's part in the 1960s, 

and a ttem pt to contextualise and confront the decade’s hold the artist. Dylan is 

also a provocative subject in the context of post-9 /11  accountability, because of 

his reticence in explaining him self or his choices in anything bu t equivocal term s, 

and always w ith a dubious sincerity. As there is a cultural im petus to identify 

consistency and perm anency in the m eaning and origin of longstanding cultural 

figures, and as am biguity becom es suspect and ‘transparency’ becom es 

param ount, Dylan’s inscrutability becom es a stim ulating concern once again.

Looking m ore broadly at Dylan’s place in film, a m ore sustained and 

thorough cataloguing of the a rtis t’s cinematic influences, covering French New 

Wave, surrealism  and 'Golden Age’ HolljAvood, would be m ost welcom e in Dylan
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discourse. Analogous treatments have emerged in tracing Dylan’s debt to specific 

artists and movements in painterly and lite rary  contexts, yet the influence o f Luis 

Buiiuel and other filmmakers on the performer's aesthetic have yet to make an 

appearance. Hovi  ̂Dylan's films intersect w ith  surrealist and dream-based movies 

is another aspect o f this; comparisons w ith  David Lynch's work, particu larly in his 

explorations o f non-linear time, m ight help to draw Renaldo and Clara into a larger 

sub-genre o f dream-inspired films. Eisenstein and Soviet montage, and how they 

relate to Dylan's w ritin g  (possible via Beat poetry) is another area that can 

hopefully be worked into prosodic studies o f Dylan's lyrics, while his use o f'found ' 

material is open to many facets o f post-modernism.

As the use o f pre-existing text is a part o f Dylan's painting, as well as 

filmmaking and w riting, this could be part o f a larger in itia tive  to provide a unified 

analysis of Dylan as a visual artist. His late-career immersion in painting began in 

earnest w ith  The Drawn Blank Series [opening October 2007),^° which instigated 

many other exhibitions o f his work. These include The Brazil Series ( 2 0 1 0 ) , The 

Asia Series ( 2 0 1 1 ) , and Revisionist A rt in 2012 (consisting o f th ir ty  paintings, 

transform ing and satirizing popular magazines including Playboy and Babytalk).^^ 

The New Orleans Series followed in 2013, and that August, Britain's National 

Portra it Gallery in London hosted Dylan's firs t major UK exhibition. Face Value, 

featuring twelve pastel p o r tra its .T h ro u g h o u t these series, Dylan often adapted 

pre-existing elements, such as photographs, and transferred them in to new 

mediums, sometimes controversially.^^ In the Revisionist Art, the practice of 

reconfiguration was made overt. The degree to which sim ilar methodologies 

permeate each project is striking, and are made more blatant by the ir visualisation 

either in film  or in paint.

These collections as a result have a number o f affinities w ith  his film ic 

work, while the compositional aesthetic in evidence functions as an extension o f 

processes found in  his song-writing and live performances. The Drawn Blank

10 Ingrid Mossinger and Kerstin Drechsel (eds.), Bob Dylan: The Drawn Blank Series (Munich; 
London: Prestel, 2007).
*1 Sven Bjerkhof (ed), Bob Dylan: The Brazil Series, (Munich: Prestel, 2010).
12 Richard Prince (ed). Bob Dylan: The Asia Series Catalogue (New York: Gagosian Gallery, 2011).

Bob Dylan, Revisionist Art: Thirty Works by Bob Dylan (New York: Abrams, 2013).
John Elderfield (ed), Bob Dylan: Face Value (London: National Portrait Gallery, 2013).
Marlon Bishop, 'Controversy Grows Over Bob Dylan's Paintings at the Gagosian’ 

fhttp://vyvyw.wnvc.org/storv/161518-bob-dvlan-exhibit/. 25 October 2013).
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Series, for instance, aligns in many ways with Dylan's compositional philosophies. 

Painted in 2007, these works are based on motifs sketched by the artist, mainly in 

pencil and charcoal, in the period from 1989 to 1 9 9 2 . Ninety-two of these 

drawings w ere published in book form in 1994 but not shown publicly. Using a 

digital process to transfer the sketches onto fresh paper, these sketches were 

fleshed out by Bob Dylan using watercolour and gouache, with some of the 

sketches receiving multiple r e v i s i t s .A  unique aspect of the Drawn Blank Series is 

Dylan’s revisiting of the original sketches and giving them new permeations in 

colour. This is unmistakably of a piece with Dylan’s performance philosophies, 

w here the studio version of a song is not considered 'definitive’ and is open to live 

rearrangement. The malleability of the original sketch and the proclivity for 

indefinite reinvention presented by the process has given Dylan an outlet to 

continue ‘performing’ the original drawing ad infinitum.

To take a brief look at some of the visual linkages to be explored across 

mediums, Frank Zollner in his analysis of The Drawn Blank Series has identified 

Dylan’s depiction of interiors and exteriors as having analogous qualities in 

Chronicles: Volume One. citing passages in Dylan's memoir that mirror the precise, 

observational quality of Dylan’s painted interiors.^® Similar too is the cataloguing 

style of Dylan's descriptions throughout Chronicles with his depiction of items in 

deserted rooms throughout the Drawn Blank co l le c t io n .Z o lln e r  also points out 

that 'Neither the prose nor the drawings appear to be aimed at imposing a strict 

order or s tructure on the settings depicted or described.'^o This reaches back into 

Dylan’s modus operandi for Renaldo and Clara and Eat the Document, where 

Dylan’s reticence to dictate the shape or content of the scenes to be filmed was 

pronounced.

This can be seen further in Dylan's use of perspective. The Drawn Blank 

collection, particularly its interiors, is marked by the use of non-specific 

perspectives, with the composition's vanishing point proving highly ambivalent. 

The ordering of the rooms’ contents therefore lacks a degree of fixity, and

Ingrid Mossinger, 'Intoduction', The Drawn Blank Series, 7 -9  (7).
Dylan revisited the w^orks on canvas which were eventually exhibited in London's Halcyon 

Gallery in 2008 and again in 2010.
Frank Zollner, 'Views’, The Drawn Blank Series, 68.
Zollner, ‘Views,’ 68.

2° Zollner, ‘Views,’ 68.
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encourages the them e of restless and the lack of stability in the Drawn Blank 

interiors.21 This lack of a centre stifles the hierarchical placem ent of the objects, 

encouraging a w andering gaze throughout the paintings, and a concurrent lack of 

com positional balance. A striking example of this is the 'Bragg Apartm ent, New 

York City' (see fig. 1], w here the mix of diagonals and horizontals m itigate the 

expected com posure of the in terior space. Even preceding Dylan's trea tm en t of the 

draft w ith colour—which often enhances the effect—the chair and the table 

appear poised to fall out of the frame.

Figure 1: ‘Bragg Apartment, New York City’.

Having previously looked a t the Dylan’s en trenchm ent in issues of 

perspective and tim e and how they inform his artistic  m indset, it could be 

instructive to explore how  Dylan plays with perspective and tim e in the m edium  of

Zollner, ‘Views,’ 69 -70 .
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paint, and in this context of repeat 'performances' of given sketch. From looking at 

Renaldo and Clara and the attendant songs with analogous shifting perspectives 

(Tangled Up in Blue', ‘Black Diamond Bay'], Dylan can be seen to confound stable 

perspective in favour of ever-shifting iterations of a given element. This is seen as 

a means of achieving the 'no-time' quality striven for by the artist that conflates 

the past, present and future. Dylan achieves this in different ways with each 

different series of paintings, and a more sustained work on the intersection of 

visuals in his films, performances, art, and writing could be revealing.

7.5 Final Words

And don't speak too soon
For the wheel's still in spin

Bob Dylan, 'The Times They Are A-Changin", 1963

As we race to keep up with Dylan's output, even in his seventy-second year, it is 

hoped that the connections made in this thesis are part of the effort not to fall 

behind. As the bridging of genres is such a large part of Dylan's work, this thesis 

has attempted to reflect that characteristic in propagating a dialogue across 

disciplines, and one that has hopefully allowed for a cross-examination of lyrics 

and narrative with analogous traits in film editing and cinematography. While no 

formula can (or should) ever cover each case, investigation of Dylan’s 

methodologies does yield often-unexpected commonalities across discipHnes, and 

suggest that attempts to escape the linearity of time, space and effect inform a 

great deal of his work. How this manifests itself across song, film and canvas is 

often rooted in attempts to visualise the concept, therefore facilitating a more 

visually orientated mode of study, such as that of cinema and art. Bringing these 

disciplines together in an analysis of Dylan can only advance discourse on the 

artist, and therefore better locate cinema within the context of his own work and 

that of others.
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