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Silettce—the temporary ahsence of sound can create a powerful change of
moad or cause us to look with a heightened awarcness at the picture

All documentaries are permutations of these ingredients, and it is the assocla-
tions and waditions they call on, their structure, and the point of view imposed

on them that summon shape and purpose.

DOCUMENTARY MODALITIES

Michael Renov in Thearizing Documentary (Nc—:x# York & London: Routledge,
1993} divides the documentary into four fundamental modalities. They are to

Record, reveal, or preserve
Persuade or promote
Analyze or interragate

Ao

Express

As he points out, these caregories are not exclusive; any film sequence can use
more than one. A ilm in s entirety can use the full range while favoring perhaps
two such modalities. Let’s try assigning the commonest to a list of nonfiction

genres that is by ne means exhaustive.

Nonfiction film genres Records, Persuades,  Amalyzes,  Expresses
' reveals,  prumotes  interrogates .
preseryves
1 Aralytica] {sssay) . *
2 Asthropotogical °
3 Art {fibms on) = ¢ »
4  Biographical @ .
S Ciméma vérié {documentary ° -
catalyzed by rmakers)
6 City symphony ¢
7 Combat {war) .
8 Committed {political of social i *»
activist) .
9 Compilarion {iaterprets archive “ .
material)
10 Crosssection (sociological - e
survey)
11 Current affairs s @
12 Diary .

13 Direct einema {observational,
non-intorventional

dacumentary)
14  Docudrama -
15 Educanonal

16 Ethnographic . a
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Nonfiction film genres Records, FPersuades,  Awalyzes,  Expresses
reveals, trromotes  intarrogates
prraserves
17 Experimental (avant garde} b *
18 Historical = « s

19 Incearive

20 Minority voice {feminist, gay
or iesbian documentary)

21 Mockumentary (fake
documentary})

22 Nature ® ®

23 Persnasive {exposé or thesis)

24 Political (agitprop)

15 Précess *

26 Propaganda

27 Romantic eradition

28 Scence

29  Sociological

30 Training

31 Travel and exploration

32 War {effects of)

¢ ¥ & &

Whether or not you are familiar with all these genres, 1% plain thar trying to
typify and categorize them is highly arguable. You could, for instance, make a
case for all films belonging in the second column because all nonfiction films seck
to persuade. And merely by their selecting something for our attention, you could
say that all films seek to express (fourth columnj. To further confuse matters,
mast genres make use of multiple modalities accordiag to how they fulfill their
self-imposed task. With such permeable boundaries the usefulness of any method
of deconstruction is limited, but in production and before it, it helps to know
what modality you are currently using sc you can deploy it more consciousty and
successfully.

Bill Nichols in his valuable fniroduction to Documerntary (Bloomingeon, HN:
indiana University Press, 2001} divides documentary into six categories, For each
I have chosen just a single well-known example. His list evolves chronologically
from (as he asserts] documentary’s roots in Hollywood fiction, and for each cat-
egory he lists a commonly perceived deficiency:

¢ Poetic documentary (1920s). Poetically assembles fragments of the world but
tacks specificity and 15 too abstract. Example: Joris {vens’ Rain (Netherlands,
1924}, which evokes all the aspects of a passing shower in Amsterdam (Figure
3-1).

s Expository documentary {1920s). Directly addresses issues in the historical
world (that is, the world we all share and éxperience as “real”). Oncc sound
became established, ir adopted the classic “voice of God” commentary. Expos-
itory documentary suffers from being too didactic. Example: Frank Capra and
Anstole Litvak’s Why We P:gf:vt series made for the U.S. War Department (USA,

194219451,
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DIRECT CINEMA AND CINEMA VERITE

On either side of the Atantic this mobility evoked opposite philosophies about
the relationship between the camera and its subjects. In North America, the
Mavysles brothers, Fred Wiseman, Allan King, and others favored what they called
direct cinema, an observarional approach that kept their intrusion on PArTCipants
down tw a minimam. This, they felt, allowed them to caprure the spontaneity
and uninhibited flow of live events. They shot under available light and without
evident preparations, like ethnographers waiting for significant events to take
shape. ’

They claimed a certain punity for the methad, but unless the camera is acru-
ally hidden—an ethically dubious practice—participants are usually aware of its
presence and cannot help bur modify their behavior, The mtegrity of observa-
tional cinema is thus more ilusory than actual, because its onscreen appearance
15 sustained by eliminating any material where the illusion 1s broken, such as
when participants glance at, or adapt to, the camera. Certainly it leaves the spec-
tator feeling like a privileged observer, bur seldom are we seeing life unmediated
as such films lead us ro suppose. The face is that observational cinema {as direct
cliemna is now called) is at its most truthful when events claim most of the par-
ricipants’ attention. Authenticity declines as the camera becomes more prominent
than those being filmed and they become conscious actors in their own story,
Though this situation has a trurh of irs own, it is no longer life caught unaware.

The other approach, calied cindma vérité, takes account of the central
prublem by actively involving participants in the process. It originated in France
with the cthnographer Jean Rouch. Documenting ways of life in Africa taught
him that making any record always provokes an important relationship with par-
ticipants. Like Flaherty with Nanook, Rauch thought that authorship could use-
fully and legitimately be something shared. Permitting and even encouraging
interaction berween the subject and director, his cindma vérité (“cinema truth,”
a wanslation of Vertov's kino-pravda) legitimized the camera’s presence and ler
the crew become catalysts for whar rook place on the screen. Most importantly,
cindma vérité authorized the director ro mitiate characrenistic events and to probe
for what Rouch called privileged moments rather than passively await them.

Eric Barnouw, in his excellent Documentary: A History of the Non-Fiction
Film (Londen: Oxford University Press, 1974), sums up the differcnces as
follows:

The direct cinema documentarist took his camera to a situarion of tension and
waited hopefully for a crisig; the Rouch version of cinémig vérité tried to precip-
itate one. The direct cinema artisr aspired to invisibility; the Rouch cinéma vorie
arust was often an avowed participant, The direcr cinerma arrist played the role
of vrunvolved bystander; the cindma vérits artise espoused that of provocateur.

Notice that Barnouw thinks documentarians are artists, not social scientists. This
acknowledges that subjective judgments are involved whenever the screen reveals
documentary truths. Direct cinema found its truth in events abservable by the
camera, while cinéma vérité (now more often called participatory cinema) was
committed 10 a paradox: thar it may take artifice (o expose truth. Flaheroy
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acknowledged this when he said that “one often has to distort a thing to catch
its true spirie.”

Both approaches capitalized on the spontaneous, and their most striking
moments were often completely unpredictable, Since neither could be scripred,
documentary was freed from the tyranny of the script. Editors, faced with the
prospect of reducing great masses of footage, set about inventing flm language
that, using frecr and more intuitive forms, counterpointed voice and effeces
tracks, and flexuous, impressionistic cutting to abridge time and space. The
fiction feature film was quick to adopt these poetic advances, as vou can see in
WNicholas Roeg’s thriller Dot Look Now (1973).

Participatory cinema acts willingly on what is being filmed, and observational
cinema does so unwillingly, Both have much in common. Their competing claims
of fidelity to the actual are equally questionabie because editing routinely abndges
what was originally separated by time and space. Despite any appearance of
objectivity and verisimilitude, the documentary, like the fiction film, is always
being channeled through human points of view——of those in front of the camera
as well as those behind it

In the end, all documentaries must invoke, as best they can, the spirit rather
than the letter of truth—and they are exciting because of this, A documentary’s
authenticity wiomately lies in its organizing vision rather than any mechanical
fidelity o life,

When should onc use pamcxpatory cinema, when observational? Most films
allow each sequence’s subject matter to derermine the approach. Some kinds of
actuality-refated truth reveal themselves unaided, while others are best elicited
by inquiry or reconstruction. This seems so natural on the screen because this is
how we proceed through the world: sometimes we are an interested observer,
and sometimes we actively probe for the truths we need to discover. To help you
in your work, this book will propose that dnc:umemary 1s really a screen version
of human consciousness doing its living work.

TRUTH CLAIMS

How can we assess a documentary’s implicit claim to fairmess and truth? Always
supposing the film is authentic to fact, you can only determine the truth of a
film’s more esoteric claims by comparing them with your knowledge of life. You
reach subjective decisions through your emotional and experiential judgment,
and there is no other, independent arbirer.

Art cxists to encourage us to do this work, to spur us mto becoming men-
tally and emotionally active. Working at its highest levels, documentary art
probes the roots of human life and human values, and treats its audience as equal
partners in the quest.

HAPROVISATION IN DRAMA

In the United Stares of the late 1950s, the actor John Cassaveres used the new
portable 16 mm equipment to shoot his first film, a fiction piece that capitalized
on the power of Method dramatic improvisanon. Shadows (1959) is grittily shot

———
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thev ermparhize. and whose version of events squares maost wighether own expe-

rience of lite?
The summing up stage places all that has happengdin relation these ques-
tons in contest for the jurv to consider. Films digfr from this last, adversarial
stage of a trial because they are dramarc eneffics rather than decision-making
ones. An edited film usually has the textye? of many voices and muluple POVs,
with the most embracing being that gbfhe storvrelling itself, which is the under-
lying “voice” of the direcror and grew.
Anorher good film where 6u can see this analogy at work, one also having
a murder trial atits heart & Brother's Keeper (1992) by Joe Berlinger and Bruce
Sinofsky. In i, Delberg&ard, who is one of four aged and semi-literate farming
brothers, is accusedsGf murdering, or mercy killing, his sick brother William. But
the town, alieng€d by big-ciry police ractics, rallies to the defense of the formerly
outcast farpdt. The Wards are shown in all their reclusive sgualor, but gradually
vou reahfe that Berlinger and Sinofsky are on their side, but to ger there the film
takes s through multpie other viewpoints.
" Shortly we shall look more in depth at the notion of POV in filmmaking, but
A%irse we must look at the options the filmmaker exercises when using the camera

o collecr evidence,

DOCUMENTARY PRACTICE

COLLECTING EVIDENCE: OBSERVATIONAL OR
PARTICIPATORY APPROACH

Everv camera setup involves collecting evidence, and how vou do it will convey
different kinds of meaning to vour audience, or jury. You must first choose
berween rwo major approaches outlined in the last chapter. One we said is serictly
observational; the other is participatory and allows the crew to intercede. To
quietly observe the aggression berween children plaving 1n 2 school vard 15 more
telling than interrupting their spontaneous acuviies o ask them to play a com-
petitive game and hoping they do it aggressively. ’

Whether vou shoor observationally or you caralvze the action onscreen 1§
thus something vou decide both philesophically and pragmatically. Fred
Wiseman, a former lawver uses no lighting. no directing, and no questioning.
and onlv cver uses the camera observatonally. He shoots a massive amount of
footage and makes his distinguished films from the resuits, If vou have a simijar
conviction ahourt the worth of observarional documentary or you are an ethno-
srapher, vou will want te caprure only events that are uncompromised by you
and vour camera. However if vou film an interview. it means that mereiv by
asking questions and leading the conversation. you participate In naking the
record—even 1f all the questions are edited out.

" Using the camera ro elicit documentary truth arose, as we discussed earlier,
i Russia with Dziga Vertov's kimo-pravda, or “cinema wruth.” In France the
revival of this approach by Jean Rouch in the 1960s was given the eguivalent
name i1 French. ciméma verité, However, because English speakers corrupted the
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Diagram representing direct or observational cinema, in which the camera records life and
intercedes as little as possible.

term to connote spontaneous shooting, we now say that a documentary using
these intercessional methods is participatory.

Whether to use intercessional or non-intercessional shooting is often a com-
monsense decision dictated not by dogma but by the situation in hand. Where
15 fire engines are hard at work putring our 5 fire, you won't need to exert any
pressures by interceding. But if a naked man has chzined himself to the Ministry
of Agriculture’s railing, you may want to question him if the filming is 1o go
bevond 2 single enigmatic umage.

Figure 4-1 represents symbolically how in observational cinema the camera
and crew do their utmost to remain ourside onlookers, minimizing their own
effect on the proceedings, Figure 4-2 represents participatory cinema, in which
camera and crew are avowedly presentr and inquiring, ready to catalyze, if
necessary, an interaction berween participants Or between participants and

themselves.

POINT OF VIEW -

Although a POV shot will be a literal, physical viewpoint, the phrass pofsr of

1HA1 Ay are A et s darmArac f‘l—wo Tt scctn AMe oot 1‘0/7,1’1'140' A cthvy Ny TJ}.f‘IT'f‘}F’?-
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FIGURE 42

Diagram representing cinéma wvérité or participatory cinema, in which the camera and
crew may alternately be discreer onlookers or catalyze responses and situations.

ing a film, of the emotional and psychological point of view through which the
story is being experienced. Sometimes, depending on conrtext, it will refer to
something like a Marxist or Freudian outlook being used as a tool of social or
psychological analvsis.

A documentary is a story whose “voice” and impact emerge, as in literature,
from getting us to experience other people’s realities and other POVs. How this
works almost defies explanation, and plenty of filmmakers, if they understand it
at ali, do so more viscerzlly than conceptually, What is inescapable is thar vou
will need to convey POVs other than your own in your films. It is.hard o cver
feel you are conrrolling them while you shoot, and it is hard to locate them in a
finished film except in an intuitive wav. Luckily, POVs seem to emerge on their
own whenever the maker

® Has a clear purpose for relling the rale
* Relates emotionally to the storv and each of its characters. and knows wihy

* Knows at every point how he or she wants 1o move the audience

Lal

the marvelous vovage of discovery called the artistic process. From ideation (gen-

T

POVs, your own as well as those of your partcipants, evolve and clarifv during

erating and developing the central ideal to crearion {researching, writing, shoot-

ing, and editing}, the film’s POVs will develop and strengthen as vour sense of
the film's identity and purpose develops. This is especially so during editing.
Ler me repear, the clearer vour artirudes to vour subject and ro the reason
for making the film, the betrer. This is why this book insists on self-exploration
as the foundanon of creative identitv and creative identity as the springboard to
effective filmmaking. Following are categories of POV with fim examples.
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I have provided an explanatory diagram for each rype of POV, but you will
quickly realize from viewing anv of the film examples that such a diagram is 2
simplified view of a subtle and complex range of realines. In practice most ROVs
wcorporate other minor POVs, and the unigueness and force of the major view-
point depend on the contrast with minor ones.

The camera outline in the diagrams symbolizes a recording eve and ear, but
to this you must add the human hearts and intelligences guiding their atcention.
The lines connecting the camera, direcror, and participants represent their aware-
ness of, and relationship to, each other

Single Point of View {Character in the Film) As you can see from Figure 4-3,
the film is being channeled through, or perhaps even narrated by, a main char-
acter, This person may be a bystander or major protagonist, and he or she may
be observing, recounting, or enacting events, This kind of film may be a biogra-
phy or, if taﬁcmg in the first person, an autobiography.

The seminal work 1s Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922), which

rakes as its cenrral figure an Eskimo hunter struggling to survive in the ultimate

of hostile environments. Though shot silent and usually szen only with a musical
accompaniment, it nevertheless creates a strong sense of intimacy with the hunrer-
gatherer Eskimo and his family. Many scenes were re-enacted for the camera, so
we might classify the film as re-enacred observational cinema, if that isn’t too

FIGURE 4-3

Diagram representing a single point of view (seeing through a characrer in rthe film),
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surely collaborated in this. Jr was an equality of authorship thar declined in
Flaherry’s later work, '

The focus on a central character produces a hero, or sometimes zn antihero.
100 much emphasis on individealism can imply that destiny can he challenged
and thwarted individually, and its corollary is that sociery vicrimizes the dissent-
ing individual, Flaherty’s romanric idealizations, uncomfortably visible in Man
of Aran (1934}, come under sympathetic examination in George Stoney and Jim
Brown’s How the Myth Was Made (1978} This documentary is included with a
DVD version of Man of Aran.

A partisan viewpoint mainly routed through a central characrer does not have
to lead ro the distortions of idealizing. Just be careful to include broader msights.
These will make for 2 stronger film.

Multiple Characters Within the Film. The viewpoinr represented in Figure 4-3
1 of multiple characters, in which nome tends to predominate, The combination
of camera and editing may look af the other characters or through one person
after another’s consciousness of the others. Through what the seer sees, we
empathically construct whar he or she i feeling.

When each character represents a different constituency within the social
tapestry, you build a texrure of different, often counterbalancing, viewpoints like
a Buckminster Fuller dome. This approach to POV is excellent for demonstrat-
ing a social process, its actors, and its outcome. This POV can be observational

FIGURE 4-5 -

Diagram representing the multiple point of view, We may “see” anyone by way of anvone
eise’s perspective.



)]
4

VR
o]

Y
r

3
R
L

a

Y
Lo

HATS

-

iy

™

]

MY TITe

[

antng e

A

i

0

I

ILeLs)

e

G

L

o

[

]

muny




70

AESTHETICS AND AUTHORSH|p

Omuaiscient.  The limitations of diagramming (Figure 4-7) suggest that omni-
science is mostly free camera movement. Cerrainly the camera is no longer limited
by what one character can see or know, and the eve of the omniscient story does
indeed move freely in time and space. But omniscience carries with it an unfet-
tered, all-knowing consciousness on the part of the storvteller, like the eve of
God, who is said (reliably so far as I know} to see and know all. Here the all-
knowing intelligence is that of the storvteller, who takes us to any place and time
in pursuit of the story. This POV is by no means an impersonal mirror, for at its
best it has an outlook and moral purpose for telling the tale.

Character

Charanter
B

Character
PR

FIGURE 4-7 : -

Diagram representing the ommiscient point of view, in which the camera can move freel
in ume and space. The point of view isn't vestad in anv particular character and isn't fer-
tered by any character's limirations or insight.
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unforgettable vision of a land plundered through ignorance and political oppor-
tunism. This Is propaganda ar its best, though my late friend and mentor Robert
Edmonds, author of Anthropology on Fibm (Dayton, OH: Pflaum, 1974), would
contend that all documentaries are propaganda because all seek to persuade. He
liked to be provocative: all documentaries ser forth an argument, but one that
simplifies the evidence to make its conclusions unavoidable is seeking to persuade
by conditioning, not argument. This is undoubredly propaganda.

Few documentaries are set in the furure, but Peter Watking' The War Game
(1966]) appropriates a news program style to posit the nuclear bombing of
London. The omniscient POV is sometimes used by an author who does not want
to stand berween the viewer and the film’s subject. With grim impartalivy, The
War Game uses the facts of firebombing in World War IT Germany to constroct
an infernal, incontestable vision of nuclear war and holds us mesmerized by its
air of veracity. Passionately it seeks to persuade, but shunning heroics it avoids
the personalizing found so often in screen treauments of disaster and forces us to
include ourselves and our loved ones among the doomed. As a new parent when
I first saw it, I found it nearly unbearable,

Omniscience can seem natural when a subject is complex and far reaching,
such as war or race relations, where injecting an individualized storyrelling POV
would seem parochial or egocentric. Omniscient films pur the viewer on guard
whenever the film hides its credentials. This was not the case with The War Game,
which cited all the sources for all its térrifying projections. The omniscient, all-
knowing narrator who guides us through history is more worrisome, especially
during those television hisrory series that race over vast thematic and factual
TErritory. _ '

Powered from the resources of large corporations and using an army of pro-
ducrion workers, the history series gravitates toward omniscience as naturally as
royalty to saying “we.” Thames Television’s The World at War in the 1970s,
WGBH's Vietnam: A Television History in the 1980s, and even Ken Burng’
The Civil War {1990), which counterpoints contemporary accounts and photo-
graphs, all echo the textbook emphasis on facts rather than guestions and
issues. The ambitiousness, authorial impersonality, and apparent finality of such
ventures make them suspect. Who is speaking to whom, for whom, and representing
whom? Why do they suffocate historical curiosity when they should awaken it?

Nort all ambitious screen history fails. Eyes on the Prize {1990), a PBS series
from Blackside, Inc., chronicled the development of civil rights in America and
managed to tread a fine line between omniscience and personal stories that spoke
of passionate commitment. An openly critical film like Peter Davis® Hearts and
Minds (1974} argues that the American obsession with sports lay behind the trag-
ically mistaken U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia. Here the viewer is on a clearer
footing and can engage with the film’s propositions rather than go numb under
a deluge of suspiciousty uninflected information.

Personal, Here the POV is unashamedly and subjectively that of the director,
who may also narrate the film. A director’s surrogate may stll be in front of
the camera as a “reporter” or caralyst, or the film may present its views in the
form of a first-person or third-person essay, JLhere are-nc limits 1o the personal
POV bevond what the author/storyteller can demonstrably see and know. In

—
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FIGURE 4-9

Diagramn representing the personal poinr of view, in which the author/storvrelter js the
point of view character.

Figure 4-9 the direcror is behind the camera; but he or she can step forward into
the visible world of the film.

Like his Roger and Me (1989), Michael Moore’s Bowling for Columbine
(2002) is a personal essay in which he again plays the rumpled, naive Everyman
just frying to get & few anmswers. In Columbine he sets out to comprehend
American gun culture. His questions take him to gun stores, 2 bank that offers
a rifle as an incentive for starting an account, and Charlton Heston (the presi-
dent of the National Rifle Association). Along the way he compares shooting
deaths inn the United States to the far lower number in Canada, which has the
same ratio of guns per capita, and ponders what cultural differences could pos-

sibly explain why Americans kill each other more often. By asking deceprively -

stmple, provocative questions, Moore sparks a series of surreal, often hilarious
encounters that leave you thinking afterward abour all the paradoxes,

Barbara Sonneborn’s Regret to Iform (1998) is a personal journey to the
place in Vietnam where her first husband was killed when they were voung.
Undertaken as an exorcism, the 10-vear journey to malke the film put her in touch
with both American and Vietnamese war widows, and the result is a searing

examination of whar war does to those left behind.

Reflexive. Reflexive documentaries are those acknowledging and even investi-
gating the effect of the documentary process on its product. The anthropologist
Jay Ruby, who uses anthropological msights to assess photographs, film. and rele-
vision, says that '

To be reflexive is zo structure a product in such a way that the audience assumes
‘that the producer, the process of making. and the produce are 2 coherent whole.
Not only 1s the audience made aware of these relationships, but it is made o
realize the necessity of thar knowledge.™’ By sahotaging the rradinional illusion

' Jay Ruby, “The Image Mirrored: Reflexivity and the Documentary Film.” in New Challenges for
Documentary, ed. Alan Rosenthal, 63 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 19880
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Filmmaling mirrors
its own process

N
n

FIGURE 4-10

Diagram representing the reflexive point of view, one able to share salient aspects of the
filmmaking process with the audience.

that we are warching unmediated life, reflexiviry signals that films are “created,

structured articudations of the Almmaker and not authentic, wuthful, objective

records,”?

The first radical investigation of documentary language is credited to Dziga
Vertov, a poet and film editor in Russia of the 1920s. By seeking to show “life
as it 18”7 in The Man with the Movie Camera (1929}, his Kino-Eve method laid
the ground for cinéma vérité in France 40 years Iatur The Man with the Mouvie
Camera portrays Moscow as a teeming spectacle of dialectical opposires. The
exuberant camera, seemingly independent of human agency, alternately embraces
the constants and contradicrions of human life. Sometimes we see the camera
and cameraman, sometimes we see them literally in a mirror, as in Figure 4-10.
Vertov thoughe that-the dynamics of camera and montage transcended human
agency, and though we often see shots of the cameraman at work, he seems—
like the dancer in The Red Shoes—more the camera’s pupper than its master. For
ideological reasons, Vertov denied personal authorship bv claiming that flm truth
was vested in the apparatus itself~—an ebullient mystification that he doesn’t quite
pull off. This is sull 2 powerful belief in beginning fAlm students, who assume
that professional film equipment will make a professional-level film

Figure 4-10 shows that the fi mmg process includes the complb\ relanon-
ships %atween our friends, A, B, C, and D, and also lets directing, shooting, and
editing acknowledge madcntg in the filmmaking process itself. This [ have sym-
bolized, not too confusingly, 1 hope, by a mirror.

* Ihid., 7475,
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When 2 film exposes or analyzes the paradoxes of its own exploration, 1t
draws the 2udience into the facr thar major questions usually hang over every
documentary. For instance, how often are we seelng not spontaneous life cap-
tured by the camera bt something instigared by or for filmmaking nself?

The ethnographer Jean Rouch in his seminal Chronicle of a Summer (1961),
made with Edgar Morin, first looked into this aspect of filmmaking when he
posed the people of Paris with a fundamental question, “Are you happy?” By
showing participants their own footage, he initiated 2 rmoving self-examination
in his participants and a desire o go deeper. The results show Rouch’s radical
curiosity, his sympathy with the ordinary person’s need o find meaning in life,
and his willingness nor only to question the medium but his own authofiry o
use it. .

Reflexivity. aliows the filmmaker to open doors and windows on filmmaking
and to share thoughts about whatever ethicsl or other ambiguiries have entered
the process. Ethnographic filmmaking, in which the culrure under study is sup-
posed to be uncontaminated by the Almmaker’s own culraral assumprions, is
a prime candidate for such scrutiny. Explaining one culture for the benefir
of another is inherently hazardous (if not ultimarely impossible) and is fraught
with lessons for all documentary makers about one person’s right to represent
another.

Aside from distortions, subjectivity, or misinformation there are other fasci-
nating issues concerning the medium’s boundaries. How, when, and why do we
as an audience suspend disbelief? What deceptions does the medium practice on
its makers? What may or may not be ethical? And so on. Plainly documentary
1s more of an emerging and imperfectly understood medium rather than a fin.
ished vehicle of information or advocacy for a “subject.”

Self-Reflexive. The ultimate in reflexivity is self-reflexiviry, in which a flm can
become 2 snake cating its own tail. Self-reflexive films reflect not only on their
OWn process but incorporate their authors’ thoughts, perceptions, and self-
examination as well (Figure 4-11). For the Almrmaker seeking self-administered
therapy, this form can do what the pool did for Narcissus. It {s a treacherous and
difficult genre to pull off, but wonderfully rich when successful.

Michael Rubbo’s Sad Song of Yellow Skin {1970} is an Auscralian/Canadian
filmmaker's search to define Viernarm amid the flux of thatr country’s paradoxes.
By confining his attention mostly to city street kids and the voung American dis-
sidents working with them, Rubbo exposes us to the seamy side of a peasant civ-
tization torn apart by a wealthy and rtechnocratic occupyving savior Rubbo's
ironic view of himself and the world saves his films from senumentaliry,

Alan Berliner in Nobody's Business 11996) uses docomentary to explore
family history and dynamics {Figure 4-12), Approaching his crabby father 1o ger
a better understanding of his life, he is roundly repulsed—hence the fim's ticle.
Berliner senior insists adamantly that he is an ordinary man with nething to sav.
Such visceral resistance drives his son to examine family film, photographs. and
letrers in search of the father he hardly knows. The film elaborates the strategies
‘he uses to unravel his father’s story as the son of an immigrant Jew. Along the
way, the topics broaden out ro include ethniciry, ethnic identity, and America as
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FIGURE 4-11

Filmmaking mirrors its
own process and the process
of the director

Director

Diagram representing the self-refiexive point of view. This allows examinarion of both the
film’s process and that of its maker(s). However, treat this one carefully, for lirtle sepa-
rates self-reflexivity from self-indulgence.

the melting por that failed to alloy its citizens into one culture. It is a larger view
that more than justifies the means to get there. ’

IN SUMMARY

Each of these POVs represents a particular way of looking at people and their
world, POVs are part of a storytelling strategy to be sure, but they are also a
way to create the characters who see and feel the predicaments in which we find

- them. Though we see through other eyes, we refain our own values, and the
double experience helps us define both the other and ourselves.

When we watch the marerials of a film, we know each shot in each sequence
Is a step attempting to convince us of something: the beauty of a landscape in
winter, the mendacity of 2 salesman, the alienation of ¢hildren who live in the
streets and sniff glue, the professional confidence of a tank commander as the
convoy moves into Baghdad, the fake humility of a preacher asking the relevi-
sion audience to support God's work by contriburing money, the willing intoxi-
cation of a young man in love, What makes us believe or dishelieve what we are
being shown? Why should we believe this person rather than rhat? Why should
we trust this expert rather than that one? Why should we care about this person
and his or her issues? Why should 1 believe this ilm’s assertions about rribalism
and democracy among Papua and New Guinea tribesmen, when the film was
made bv non-natives? Why should T believe that this audience reaction shot is
not a facile editing creation and really belongs with what the mavor just said at
the City Hall microphone?

These are the skeptical thoughts of an audience member. Your joh is to make
it difficult for that audience member to doubr and vet expose him or her as fully
as possible to the depth and complexity of the acrual. You will have ro edit vour
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ing. Whart do you have 1o arrarge, say, or do to put a participant under test so
that the next levels of truth are revealed; How can vou raise the pressure so thar
there is more at stake? '

Doing any of this will drive you to be more challenging and demanding of
vourself and of your participants. This is what makes good documentary.



