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No Direction Home: A Documentary Film Critique 

No Direction Home, directed and produced by Martin Scorsese, employs over forty years 

of archival footage to tell the story of the great American poet Bob Dylan. The 208 minute long 

film, produced on a $2,000,000 budget, was distributed by Paramount Pictures and released on 

July 21, 2005. In Docufictions: an Interview with Martin Scorsese on Documentary Film, 

Scorsese expresses his cinematic philosophy: “Ultimately it’s not about the technique; it’s not 

about the style. It’s the people, and what’s revealed in the moment they lose their self-

consciousness and let you in. That’s cinema” (207). This notion, that cinema is about people, is 

evident in all aspects of No Direction Home.   

A notable element of the film is the strong sense historical context which Scorsese creates 

by seamlessly interweaving music, archival footage and interviews. In doing so, Scorsese allows 

audiences, as Raffaele Donato commends, “to discover—or, in the case of young people, 

rediscover—what the 50s and 60s were like in America” (Donato 205).  

This critique will first briefly introduce how No Direction Home came to be, noting the 

strong influence of D.A. Pennebaker’s iconic 1965 Dylan film Don’t Look Back. Part II will 

provide a survey of general observations, and Part III will attempt to flesh out these observations 

with a deeper analysis of one scene from the film. This selected scene aims to highlight one of 

Scorsese’s particularly effective techniques—that is, his deliberate use of silence, ironically (or 

perhaps fittingly), in a film about music.  

I. Background 
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In Docufictions, Martin Scorsese describes how the building blocks for No Direction 

Home first presented themselves to him.  Much of the film’s material can be attributed to Jeff 

Rosen, who conducted a ten hour long interview with Bob Dylan over the period of three or four 

days and then brought the interview material—along with a wealth of archival footage of Dylan 

spanning over 40 years—to Scorsese.  Equipped with this footage—which, it seems, quite 

magically fell into his lap—Scorsese was then challenged with finding a narrative.  

D.A. Pennebaker’s film Dont Look Back (sic) came to supply the framework for No 

Direction Home. Pennebaker, one of the pioneers of cinéma-vérité, or direct cinema, filmed 

Dylan during a tour in England. In 1998, Dont Look Back was selected for preservation in the 

United States National Film Registry by the Library of Congress as being “culturally, 

historically, or aesthetically significant” (“National Film Registry”). Pennebaker’s cinéma-vérité 

style is evident in several clips shown in No Direction Home.    

II. General Observations 

No Direction Home spans Bob Dylan’s career from its very beginnings to Dylan’s 

“retirement” from touring following a 1966 motorcycle accident. To a large extent, the film is 

structured chronologically. One exception to this chronology, however, is the use of Dylan songs 

as part of the film’s soundtrack. The release dates of the songs do not always temporally 

correspond to the segments of the film during which they are heard.  

The film’s visuals are a mix of archival photos, archival video footage, and recent 

interviews. This material is artfully sown together, with music and audio clips from the 

interviews serving as Scorsese’s thread. Scorsese’s own voice is rarely heard, and he does not 

narrate the film himself. Rather, the interviewees are made to “tell the story.”  
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An impressive number of Dylan’s contemporaries are interviewed in the film. The cast 

comprises some 44 individuals—including those of whom there is only archival footage. An 

archival interview of Alan Ginsberg provides much of the film’s commentary. Scorsese 

interviewed several people specifically for the film, including Pete Seger, Joan Baez and D.A. 

Pennebaker. The interviews take place in a variety of locations: a studio, a restaurant, and in 

front of a living room fireplace, among others. These diverse settings grant each interviewee a 

uniqueness and also serve to enhance the personas that Scorsese crafts for each individual as he 

incorporates interview clips into the film.  

In fact, the only footage in No Direction Home that was recorded after 1966 is the 

interview footage. All of these interviews are held in a confined indoor setting. The only visual 

signs of more recent times are the clothing and noticeable seniority of the interviewees.   

In drawing predominantly upon on archival visuals (oftentimes audiences simply hear 

audio from the interviews without seeing the speaker himself or herself), Scorsese succeeds at 

creating a vivid context that communicates the cultural mood of the decade during which Dylan 

rose to fame. Scorsese does an effective job recreating, for example, the atmosphere of 

Greenwhich Village in the late 1950s and early 1960s. He does so by overlaying photographs 

and videos of young artists with audio clips from nostalgic interviews with their older selves.   

Scorsese does not confine himself to the archival footage with which Rosen provided 

him. He also uses well known photographs indicative of civil rights movement and of politicians 

active during the 60s. In Docufictions, Scorsese describes why and how he chose to use the 

famous footage of black men sitting at a drugstore counter having their coffee with the white 

men lined up behind them. “What do we have to do to make an impact on a younger person… 

looking at this footage for the first time?” Scorsese asks before answering his own question. 
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“Drop the sound. Take it out. You don’t expect it. After all, this is a film about music, and 

suddenly we’re watching African Americans having coffee at a luncheonette counter and white 

men pull one of them off the stool and start beating him up… Now if that catches your attention, 

and if you get a feeling in your heart and say: what is that, that’s absolutely awful, that’s 

terrible… well, that’s the civil rights movement.” Scorsese explains how, at that time, “there 

wasn’t any music over it to make it go down easier.” He tried, over 35 or 40 seconds of silence, 

to have an impact that would bring audiences back to that time (Donato 206). Essentially, silence 

is intended to amplify the jarring effect of deliberately selected visuals.  

Scorsese seems to make several assumptions, the most important of which being that 

archival footage—presented effectively—can evoke in audiences emotional responses similar to 

those felt by the general populace at the time of the event. Another assumption, as evidenced by 

his explanation of the drugstore footage use, is that sound can be transformative. In stripping 

away music, Scorsese hopes to more directly confront audiences with the realities documented 

by certain photographs and segments of video footage.  A final assumption, already mentioned, 

is that documentary films are most effective when grounded in historical context. The following 

section will more specifically illustrate how, exactly, Scorsese weaves together visuals, sound 

and music as he acts upon these assumptions.  

III. Analyzing a Scene: The Civil Rights Movement 

After the first two hours of the film, “Part 2” begins. Audiences see footage of Bob Dylan 

performing on stage as part of his England tour. In the last video clip before the scene transitions, 

Dylan sits at a table surrounded by reporters, wearing sunglasses. One reporter asks Dylan why 

he no longer sings protest songs. “Who said that?” Dylan counters. “All my songs are protest 
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songs, every single one of ‘em. That’s all I do is protest.” A black screen then presents the white-

lettered title: “3 Years Earlier.” 

The screen still black, a female vocalist’s cover of “Blowin’ in the Wind” begins to play. 

Audiences hear the lines “how many roads must a man walk down before they call him a 

man…” as a montage of archival footage begins. We see crowds amassing alongside the Lincoln 

Memorial Reflecting Pool. The title “March on Washington 1963” appears, also in white 

lettering, upon the pool’s black water.  

As the March on Washington montage continues, a new voice is heard. The voice begins 

to speak about “shared hopes” and the sentiments of marchers during that time. One video clip 

shows a young guitarist playing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. The name “Peter Yarrow” 

appears in white letting just below the young man, and then the March visuals disappear to 

reveal interview footage of a gray-haired man wearing large round glasses. Only the name “Peter 

Yarrow” remains on the screen, and audiences then realize that we’re listening to and watching 

the very same guitarist—now no longer young—reflecting on a past event in which he took part. 

After a few seconds of interview footage, the pieced-together archival footage then resumes. 

Yarrow’s commentary is replaced by a video clip—with audio—of Martin Luther King reciting 

the first lines of “I Have a Dream.” Again, after a few seconds, King is silenced, and Dylan’s 

voice cuts in. We hear audio from Rosen’s Dylan interview, and Dylan speaks about the 1963 

March, explaining how the event affected him in a profound way. Almost immediately after 

Dylan’s voice cuts in, we see footage of a skinny, sleek-haired 22 year old kid playing in the 

crowd. This time it’s Dylan, and he’s playing “A Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall.” When the footage 

changes to other scenes from the March, the song continues to play. All the while, we’ve been 

hearing Dylan’s voice from the interview. The effect is as if the present-day Dylan were 
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watching the footage and reacting to it with commentary. It is striking to consider that the sound 

and visuals were only pieced together later in the editing room. We hear “old-Dylan” say, “I had 

never seen such a large crowd,” as “young-Dylan” (seen in the footage) looks out over the sea of 

people on the National Mall.  

After the March montage has passed, the screen turns black again and presents the title 

“October 1963.” For less than a minute, audiences see a sequence of photographs and video clips 

of Dylan performing and interacting with fans. “November 1963” soon appears on another black 

title screen. All the while, “A Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall” continues to play. The November 

sequence shows John F. Kennedy and weeping crowds. The crowds are clearly reacting to 

Kennedy’s death, though no shot was seen or heard. The music continues, and we see Lee 

Harvey Oswald walking down a hallway. All of the sudden, a loud gunshot is heard. No more 

music. There’s the sound of commotion and a radio announcement “Oswald has been shot, 

Oswald has been shot.” After just a few seconds, the music cuts back in, loud as before. We hear 

Peter Yarrow saying “we were going to make this world a decent, better place,” before the 

Oswald footage finally ends to give way to the present-day Yarrow interview again.   

The silence in the film right after Oswald’s shooting is powerful because it leaves 

audiences with the sense of having been suddenly stranded. This same silence, however, seems 

to have an emphatic effect even beyond that which Scorsese foresaw. The silence enhances not 

only the audience’s emotional response to the unaccompanied footage, but it also enhances 

appreciation of the film’s soundtrack. Having briefly lost the music, one identifies with Dylan’s 

melancholy verses all the more when his song returns.  

The historical footage in the above-described scene—coupled with narration weaned 

from the Peter Yarrow and Bob Dylan interviews—serves to root audiences in a vibrant 
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historical context. Only upon this well-established context can we truly learn to know the people 

that are the subject of No Direction Home. This scene grants audiences a deeper understanding of 

what Dylan means when he says “all I do is protest.”  

IV. Conclusion  

Using forty years of Bob Dylan footage, Marin Scorsese crafts a fluid story not just about 

Dylan’s life but about the times during which his stardom was born. No Direction Home is, in 

effect, the story of how one man was influenced by a changing nation. Minor changes may have 

enhanced the film, such as direct eye contact between the camera and interviewees. While the 

footage from the Dylan interview is powerful, it may have been even more moving had Dylan 

been looking directly into the camera (Errol Morris-style). For someone who contends that 

documentary film making is neither about technique nor about style, however, Scorsese does a 

masterful job of creating a final product that has value both as a historical document and as 

musical entertainment.  
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