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Prologue: On a Prologue

Without opening titles, the film begins. Grainy black-and-white footage depicts a twenty-three-year-old popular American musician standing in a gritty urban environment. He holds a stack of large pieces of white cardboard on which are handwritten various words and phrases. A raucous song plays on the soundtrack as the young man displays the first card (inscribed with the word BASEMENT). As the song progresses, he flips through the cards, dropping each one in turn as the word or phrase on each card highlights the song’s lyrics (MEDICINE, PAVEMENT, and so on). To the left of the frame, a bearded figure with a sweater over his shoulders leans on a cane talking to a person just out of view. At the end of the brief song, with the cards scattered at his feet, the young man (Bob Dylan) walks off to the left of the frame, the bearded man (the poet Allen Ginsberg) walks away to the right of the frame, and a third man (Dylan’s friend Bob Neuwirth) appears and immediately departs the scene. Fade to black.

Here and throughout D. A. Pennebaker’s Dont (sic) Look Back (1967), the film that this scene innovatively introduces, Bob Dylan performatively projects characteristics that he will continue to deploy in his turn away from folk music toward rock music.1 This new direction is signalled in the prologue by the electrified rock of the song ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’, which accompanies the scene. Recorded early in 1965, with Dylan for the first time working with a backing band, the song has an aggressive force that is driven by the sounds of Al Gorgoni’s exclamatory guitar and Bobby Gregg’s prominent drum work. Complementing this ferocious energy is Dylan’s snarling vocal delivery of the lyrics of a song that challenges the societal and musical status quo and in the process bespeaks a confrontational presence.

Such a presence is extended within Dylan’s defiant gaze at the camera. In an ironic revision of the film’s title, he openly ‘looks back’ to the camera, adopting a brazen stance that can be variously summarised as insolent, disdainful and heedless. Cumulatively, these terms describe the position of a rebel, a figure that centrally informs the complex, opaque persona Dylan presents in the film.

Bob Dylan approximately

A persona has been described as a ‘public image which derives from the performances and utterances of [a particular] person and is constructed over time in specific ways. There may be only a tenuous connection between the person and the persona.’2 The tenuous and attenuated link between self and persona, and the work involved in constructing a public image and social facade, is underlined in the perception by the philosopher Gilles Deleuze that ‘[i]ndividuals find a real name for themselves … only through the harshest exercise in depersonalization, by opening themselves up to the multiplicities everywhere within them, to the intensities running through them.’3

Such a creative, revisionist process of depersonalisation (or the annihilation of self) and an associated acceptance and flouting of multiple identities is evident in the ways in which Dylan has constantly disguised himself and recast his past. In this way, for example, the music critic Nat Hentoff, relying on information supplied to him by Dylan, describes the singer in the sleeve notes of the 1963 album Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan as having lived in New Mexico, Wyoming, South Dakota and Kansas – none of which is true. Suze Rotolo, Dylan’s girlfriend during his early years in New York, underlined the obvious point of Dylan’s charade at this time when she wrote that ‘[h]e was creating his own legend and his own fiction of himself.’4

Pennebaker has said that Dylan in 1965 was interesting (a word he favoured when discussing his film-making) precisely because of the mystery that attends his charisma.5 In conceiving his approach to filming his subject, Pennebaker attempted to ground Dylan’s mystery in a recognisable identity, specifically that of the poet Byron.

‘I saw Dylan as a Byronesque pop figure, a guy who was inventing a whole new kind of mood in popular music’, Pennebaker has recalled. ‘Here’s this middle-class kid who goes out on the road, hangs out with people, and he becomes or he decides to become a kind of hobo-type character, and with all the romance that carries … and once he’s made it, he looks out at everybody and says, “Fuck you!”’6

The disruptive and expressive persona evoked here is, as his presence in the prologue suggests, one that prominently incorporates the emergent Dylan of rock music. Dont Look Back captures Dylan on the cusp of change, at a moment of reinvention when he was leaving folk to adopt rock – the self-styled ‘musical expeditionary’ moving from one genre to another.7 Dylan’s 1965 tour of England – the ostensible basis of the film’s narrative – was the last in which he exclusively played folk music, and heralding the new direction of his music, Dont Look Back includes various signs of an emergent ‘rock Dylan’. Gone are the work shirts and faded blue jeans of his early folk days. In their place, the musician of Dont Look Back appears in Ray-Bans, dark jeans and black leather jackets. In one of the many interviews recorded in the film, Dylan states that he is ‘not folk’. The response by his fans in the film supersedes the sedate reaction to his early Greenwich Village performances (as parodied in the Coen brothers’ film Inside Llewyn Davis [2013]) and approaches the chaos of a rock-fuelled Beatlemania. In Newcastle, Dylan admires electric guitars in the window of a music store that advertises his latest rock-styled hit, ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’. According to the music critic Greil Marcus, it is possible to discern from his performance of ‘It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only Bleeding)’ during a concert filmed in Newcastle for Dont Look Back that the ‘door has opened’ to what lay ahead in terms of Dylan’s turn to rock.8

Further, Dylan invested the public image informing the new persona with a composure that was demonstrably hip. Pennebaker has described the young Dylan as ‘very hip, very hip’,9 and the singer Marianne Faithfull, who appears briefly in Dont Look Back, referred to Dylan at the time of his appearance in the film as the ‘hippest person on earth’.10 In the prologue and throughout the film, Dylan invests his expression of hip with wile and wit, features that are aligned with a projection of ‘cool’ exhibited in the form of a supercilious nonchalance.

By assembling and mixing these and other components of his public image, Dylan constructed a shifting, mutable persona. The unstable connection between the person and the various guises of the persona is underlined by Pennebaker in his description of Dont Look Back as a film about Dylan, ‘whoever that is’.11 The suggestion here that the facade is rehearsed, as opposed to a revelation of a natural or authentic selfhood, is reinforced in the fact that the action in the opening segment in which Dylan performatively projects the persona was staged three times.

Sign language

The first of the various versions filmed on 8 May 1965 was staged on London’s Victoria Embankment, behind the Savoy Hotel that Dylan used as the base for his brief concert tour of England that year. Dylan, holding the cards which he had prepared with assistance from Pennebaker, Ginsberg and the singers Joan Baez and Donovan, is on the right of the frame, while Ginsberg, Neuwirth and a fourth man linger in the background on the left. The gardens on the Embankment are in flower and, to complement the early spring blooms, paintings on easels are scattered among the flower beds (a sign, ‘Display of Paintings’, is visible in the background). The filming in the gardens was interrupted by a policeman, presumably more intent on ensuring public access to the flower show than in the actions of a film crew. Another take was filmed later that day on the roof of the Savoy. The spring day in this version has turned windy, and Dylan wears an overcoat against the breeze. This time Neuwirth, who appears in the background, leans on a cane, occasionally conversing with Dylan’s record producer from CBS, Tom Wilson, who wears a fez.12
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The selected version (the second one filmed that day) was shot in a cul-de-sac between the Savoy Hotel – which appears in the background and to the left of the frame, where it is partially obscured by scaffolding – and the Queen’s Chapel of the Savoy, the stone wall of which appears on the right side of the frame.13 The French photographer Tony Frank, who was on assignment for the journal Salut les copains, took a number of shots that day of the location and the action while lying on the ground in front of Dylan during the filming of the sequence. (It is a partial measure of Dylan’s insouciance that he is able to ignore Frank’s presence during filming.) Frank’s photographs
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