IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF WISCONSIN

MILWAUKEE DIVISION

ANDREW L. COLBORN,

Plaintiff
NETFLIX, INC,, Case No. 19-CV-484
CHROME MEDIA, LLC, f/k/a
SYNTHESIS FILMS, LLC,
LAURA RICCIARDI, and
MOIRA DEMOS,

Defendants.

DECLARATION OF TIMOTHY CORRIGAN, Ph. D.

I, Timothy Corrigan, declare under penalty of perjury as follows:

I.

I, Timothy Corrigan, am a Professor Emeritus of English and Cinema Studies at the
University of Pennsylvania.

My curriculum vitae is attached as exhibit 1. As my curriculum vitae indicates, I hold
a Ph. D. from Emory University in British Romanticism and Literary Theory and did
a post doctorate at University of Paris III/ Paris Center for Critical Studies.

. T'have been teaching Documentary Film at the University level for 40 years. I have

written books, book chapters, scholarly articles and presented lectures on
documentary film making around the world. My book, The Essay Film: From
Montaigne, After Marker and Writing about Film is exclusively about contemporary
documentary film. Writing about Film, The Film Experience, and Critical Visions in
Film Theory all include a substantial section on documentary film that I authored.

Attached as exhibit 2 is a book chapter I authored titled “Documentary Films,
Representing the Real”. This Chapter appears in The Film Experience. NY:
Bedford/St. Martin’s and Palgrave Macmillan, 2004. Co-authored with Patricia
White. 547 pages. 2" Ed., 2009. 583 pages. 3rd Ed., 2012. 4th Ed., 2015. 5" Ed.,
2018. 6™ Ed., 2020.

Attached as exhibit 3 is a glossary of film terms I prepared.
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10.

1.

12.

I was retained by Plaintiff’s counsel in this case to examine film techniques used in
Making a Murderer to analyze the documentary, particularly with respect to audio
and visual effects and editing techniques.

I reviewed different episodes of the Netflix series Making a Murderer 1 (MAM), most
carefully episodes 2 (ECF # 120-2 17:18-24:00) and 5 (ECF # 120-5 53:00-57:00), to
examine how the series represents Manitowoc County police sergeant Andrew
Colborn, particularly as part of his testimony in the depositions taken in Steven
Avery’s civil case and his trial testimony in the criminal trial for the murder of Teresa
Halbach.

The first sequence examines Colborn’s phone conversation about a prisoner in
another Wisconsin county who confessed to the rape of the woman for which Avery
had already been serving ten years of what would become an eighteen-year prison
sentence.

The second describes Colborn’s conversation with a police dispatcher about the
license plates on Halbach’s missing car. While these key sequences in his testimony
appear to present an objective or transparent record of Colborn’s testimony, both in
fact edit and shape his responses (most especially in episode 5), through certain
cinematic techniques and styles, to create the impression of an individual guilty of
some wrongdoing and cornered by unrevealed facts or truths.

This does not mean Colborn’s responses and movements did not occur, but rather that
the cinematography (such as the camera distance and angles), the editing (including
reduction or alteration of responses), and sound (involving the use of music and
silences) prejudice and shape the understanding and interpretation of Colborn’s
testimony in a way that tends to read his testimony as self-incriminating.

The cinematography and editing often employ a fairly standard documentary
technique but one that here clearly disadvantages Colborn. In episode 2, a comparison
of the video deposition of Andrew Colborn from October 13, 2005, known in the film
industry as a rough cut (which refers to the video footage before it has been edited
into a final cut for audience viewing), with the final cut in the Netflix series is
particularly revealing.

On MAM 1, Avery’s defense attorney, Stephen Glynn, is depicted in brightly lit and
colored close ups before a background of legal books (ECF # 120-2 Episode 2 17:18-
17:33, 17:44 -17:58, 20:00 — 20:13, 20:48 — 21:07, 21:13 -21:34), while Colborn
appears in darkly shaded images in a courtroom (ECF # 120-2 Episode 2 17:34 —
17:44, 18:28 — 19:06, 19:41 —20:00). A graphic timeline of 1995 to 2003 adds an
almost scientific or mathematical validity to the sequence (ECF # 120-2 Episode 2
19:23 —19:41, 20:14 - 20:38) and a triptych insert of the three police officers (ECF #
120-2 Episode 2 21:08-20:13), followed by a tracking shot onto anonymous prison
doors (ECF # 120-2 Episode 2 21:35 — 21:48), visually aligns the three officers as
potentially conspiratorial partners in the imprisonment of the faceless victim Avery.
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13. Intercutting Glynn with shots of Colborn’s testimony is a conventional documentary
technique since the 1930s, known as expositional documentary style (ECF # 120-2
Episode 2 17:37-17:43, 19:48-20:00). In these practices, commentary and explanation
counterpoint the presentation of the documentary images. Traditionally that
commentary has been referred to as “the voice of God” since it provides an
authoritative interpretation to images or actions that might otherwise appear
ambiguous.

14. In this key sequence of Making a Murderer, the dominant image of Glynn and his
commentary on Colborn’s testimony clearly puts into play that traditional authority to
the extent that the literally interprets what Colborn is saying in a way that far exceeds
what Colborn is actually saying. Often it simply ignores the actual testimony (ECF #
120-2 Episode 2 17:18 - 21:40). According to Glynn, who identifies Colborn as the
source of the problem, “there should be a record of [the phone call clearing Avery of
the crime]. But there isn’t any record of'it. . . .” He continues that “only in 2003 does
Colborn decide to contact his superior officer. . . . . Why does it happen then and not
eight years earlier. I think I know pretty clearly. I think I know the answer. They
screwed up big time.” (ECF # 120-2 Episode 2 20:50 -21:08).

15. Throughout Glynn’s claims, it is significant that Glynn underlines his comprehensive
authority with the word “they,” thus making Colborn, Lenk, and Peterson all equally
guilty of a shared conspiracy. In fact, the video deposition from October 13, 2005,
Colborn describes in detail his lack of involvement with the Avery case since 1994-
95, being out of the country when the crime first occurred (Colborn Video Depo Decl.
of GB, Ex. A 4:18:00 — 4:18:30). He also explains in detail how he in fact transferred
the original telephone call to his superiors, “as was protocol.” (Colborn Video Depo
Decl. of GB, Ex. A 4:19:47 — 4:20:50). Directly contradicting Glynn’s claims in the
Netflix series, Colborn also says explicitly that he later reported his concerns to Lenk
and Peterson in 2003, as well as providing a written statement of the call received in
1995. (Colborn Video Depo Decl. of GB, Ex. A 4:21:00 — 4:23:37). That testimony
is largely ignored or distorted in Glynn’s dramatic description of a “clear” conspiracy.

16. In episode 5 a medium long shot shows Avery’s attorney standing at a table with a
laptop computer referencing a conversation between a police dispatcher and Colborn,
while Colborn appears in close-ups or extreme close-ups (ECF # 120-5 Episode 5
53:22 — 56:55). Here the editing contrasts the visual dominance and authority of the
attorney and his assistant in the medium long shot with what seems like, especially as
the long take of the interrogation uncomfortably continues through the voice-over of
the recording, Colborn’s seeming unease and confusion in the tight close ups.

17. The editing in both sequences reinforces this dynamic through shot/counter shot
exchanges and eye-line matches. While fiction films commonly use this kind of
exchange to describe, for example, the visual dialogue between two people where the
back-and forth meeting of their eyes parallels the harmony of their conversation, here
Colborn’s eyes are regularly turned down or nervously shift from the direct and
accusatory eye line of the attorney, notably when in episode 5 Colborn claims to not
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18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

clearly remember details from actions and conversations that happened many years
ago. More generally, this editing contributes significantly to the body language which
is central to any film or video representation: Colborn’s is a constricted figure,
unmoving and tense, contrasting the attorney’s relaxed and open gestures before a
gallery of individuals.

It is noteworthy that the video deposition of Colborn’s testimony paints a very
different picture of these visual dynamics. In the video deposition, referenced in
episode 2, Colborn appears confident and relaxed: he makes regular eye contact with
the examining attorney and seems physically at ease enough to occasionally laugh.
(Colborn Video Depo Decl. of GB, Ex. A 4:21:50 — 4:22:45).

More obviously and unsettling perhaps, the editing of certain responses occasionally
creates answers that distort the actual testimony. Longer more explanatory responses,
for instance, are sometimes replaced with shorter and more definitive replies,
responses that implicitly indicate problems and omissions in Colborn’s actions—as in
the above example of Glynn’s distorting summary (ECF # 120-2 Episode 2 17:15-
21:40) of Colborn’s testimony. This is also the case with the more complicated and
nuanced exchange about Colborn’s ability to connect the license plate of a car with
the missing “99 Toyota,” where the obvious answer to why he would know the make
of the car that went missing is edited out in order to conclude with Colborn’s simple

(13 2

yes”.

The soundscape of the series is a major part of Making a Murderer in three ways.
First, although dialogue is of course and necessarily edited, in these episodes it
becomes especially influential in the way individuals defending Avery are given the
damning punch lines or summaries: while Colborn typically provides very short
replies without explanation (“Yes, sir”’), the sound bites of the attorney’s questioning
Colborn frequently feature purportedly summary and conclusive lines (“I think I
know the answer. These people screwed up big time!”).

Second, throughout the series, eerie or suspenseful music underscores the visual
information to create a melodramatic and suspenseful layer that suggests a murder
mystery rather than a documentary investigation. In the second sequence, for
instance, this occurs when the attorney dramatically plays a sound bite from the
dispatcher’s conversation that indicates that Colborn had himself identified the make
of the missing Toyota. Referred to as a type of “stinger” in film form, a melodramatic
musical phrase with strings and percussion underscores the last parts of the exchange,
extending through a long take on Colborn that implies that Colborn has been caught
in some kind of lie (rather than a memory lapse) (ECF # 120-5 Episode 5 55:24 —
56:55).

Third and more largely, especially in the two Colborn sequences, lengthy and
dramatic silences punctuate the dialogue in certain sequences that tend to equate
silence with a cover up or conspiracy.
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23. Documentary film and video have used many strategies across numerous platforms
for 125 years. Contemporary documentaries are more popular than ever before, and
they now thrive on a variety of streaming sites. The traditional or conventional
categories of documentary, as fundamentally non-fiction and non-narrative forms,
have more and more been abandoned as a self-evident goal. More often than not,
current documentaries compromise with the strategies of entertainment fiction and
narrative suspense, often undermining their status as objective or unbiased accounts
of any topic. That is certainly the case with Making a Murderer.

24. 1 completed a comparative timeline of two sections of Making a Murderer:

a. Colborn Video Depo (Decl. of GB, Ex. A 4:10 PM-4:24 PM) versus edited
commentary by Glynn (ECF # 120-2 Episode 2 17:00-21:20): Colborn’s
testimony about the 1995 call re. Allen and his 2003 statement on the call.
Netflix omits large parts of Colborn’s explanation and further distorts the
testimony through the expository explanation of Glynn whose “voice of God”
authority ignores Colborn’s explanation and assumes an authoritative
interpretation of the events.

b. Colborn’s Day 7 trial testimony about his call to the dispatcher regarding
Halbach’s missing Toyota. Compare the trial transcript of the very extensive
and explanatory testimony (Decl. of ARB, Ex. A pp. 177-190), in which
Colborn’s explanation is ultimately uncomplicated (a detective probably gave
him the license number earlier and he would have known the make of
Halbach’s car from earlier reports) versus the attorney and Netflix’s very short
dramatization of it as a disturbing indication that Colborn might have known
already where the car was hidden (“you could understand how someone might
think you were looking at the missing car) (ECF # 120-7 Episode 7 53:21-
57:00). Note the eerie musical score that underpins the sequence that typically
in suspense movies suggests a shocking revelation.

Dated this 29" day of April, 2020.

By: _s/Timothy Corrigan
Timothy Corrigan, Ph. D.

#3369597
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Timothy Corrigan

ADDRESSES

Cinema Studies Program 2316 Lombard Street
210 Fisher-Bennett Hall Philadelphia, PA 19146
University of Pennsylvania 610-304-1594
Philadelphia, PA 19104 tcorriga@sas.upenn.edu
EDUCATION

University of Paris III/Paris Center for Critical Studies, post-doctorate (1979), Cinema
Studies.

Emory University, Ph.D. (1978), British Romanticism and Literary Theory.
University of Leeds, M.A. (1974), Irish Studies.

University of Notre Dame, B.A. (1973), English.

ACADEMIC POSITIONS

Professor Emeritus of Cinema and Media Studies, English, History of Art, Univ. of
Pennsylvania, 2019-

Professor of Cinema and Media Studies, English, History of Art, Univ. of
Pennsylvania, 2003-2019

Chongging University, Chongging, China, Visiting Professor, May-June, 2018

National University of Vietnam, Hanoi, Visiting Professor, May, 2012

Penn English Program in London, Faculty Director, 2011

Director of Cinema and Media Studies, University of Pennsylvania, 2003-2007, 201 L,
2014-2017

William Evans Visiting Fellow, University of Otago, New Zealand

Professor of English and Film Studies, Temple University, 1987-2003

Director, Temple University London, 2002

Chair, Graduate English, Temple University,1985-86, 1999-2002

Honors Examiner, Swarthmore College, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2010, 2011

Temple University Rome, 1995-96.

University of Amsterdam, Visiting Professor of Film Studies, 1993, 1996.

University of Iowa, Visiting Professor of Film Studies, Summer 1992.

Director, Paris Center for Critical Studies, Summer, 1991.

Temple University Japan, 1986-87, 1990-91.

AWARDS (SELECTED)

2014 Society for Cinema and Media Studies Award for Outstanding Pedagogical
Achievement.

2014 Ira H. Abrams Award for Distinguished Teaching (The highest teaching award
given by the School of Arts and Sciences, the University of Pennsylvania).
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2012 Katherine Singer Kovacs Award for the Outstanding Book in Film and Media
Studies (awarded by the Society for Cinema and Media Studies for The Essay Film:
From Montaigne, After Marker).

BOOKS

Essays on the Essay Film. NY: Columbia University Press, 2017. Co-authored, edited,
and introduction with Nora Alter. 372 pages.

The Essay Film: From Montaigne, After Marker. NY: Oxford University Press, 2011.
240 pages. Winner of the 2012 Katherine Singer Kovacs Award for the Outstanding
Book in Film and Media Studies. Trans. into Portuguese, 2014, Trans. into Farsi, 2018,

The Global Road Movie: Alternative Journeys around the World. Bristol: Intellect and
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018. Co-authored, edited, and introduction with

José¢ Duarte. 266 pages.

American Cinema of the 2000s: Themes and Variations. New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ.
Press, 2012. Author and editor. 248 pages.

Critical Visions in Film Theory: Classic and Contemporary Readings. Boston and NY:
Bedford/ St. Martin’s, 2011. Co-authored and edited with Patricia White and with the
assistance of Meta Mazaj. 1173 pages.

The Film Experience. NY: Bedford/St. Martin’s and Palgrave Macmillan, 2004. Co-
authored with Patricia White. 547 pages. 2™ Ed., 2009. 583 pages. 3rd Ed., 2012. 4th Ed.,
2015. 5" Ed., 2018. 6" Ed., 2020.

Film and Literature: An Introduction and Reader. 2™ Expanded Ed. London and NY:
Routledge, 2012. Translated into Vietnamese, 2013. 470 pages.

Film and Literature: An Introduction and Reader. Upper Saddle River: NJ: Prentice-Hall,
1999. Editor, author of “Film and Literature in the Crosscurrents of History” (78 pages),
“Critical Borders and Boundaries” (16 pages), and supplementary material. 374 pages.

A Cinema Without Walls: Movies and Culture After Vietnam. London: Routledge/Rutgers
UP, 1991. 258 pages.

New German Film: The Displaced Image. Revised and expanded. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1994, 224 pages.

Writing About Film. New York: HarperCollins, 1989. 2nd Ed., 1993. 3rd Ed.,

Pearson/Longman, 1997. 4" Ed., 2001, 5™ Ed., 2004, 6" Ed., 2007, 7" Ed., 2010. 8™ Ed.,
2012. 9th Ed., 2015. Trans. into Chinese, 1998, Trans. into Arabic, 2001. Trans. into
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Turkish, 2007. Trans. into Vietnamese, 2011. Trans. into Korean, 2010. 224 pages.
Translated into Persian, 2015.

The Films of Werner Herzog: Between Mirage and History. London and New York:
Methuen, 1986. Editor, author of “Producing Herzog: From a Body of Images” (19
pages), and supplementary material. Trans. into Chinese, 1993. Reprinted: Routledge,
2013. 232 pages.

New German Film: The Displaced Image. Austin: The University of Texas Press, 1983,
210 pages.

Coleridge, Language, and Criticism. Athens: Univ. of Georgia Press, 1982. 217 pages.
Paperback edition, 2008.

ESSAYS

“In Other Words: Film and the Spider Web of Description.” The Oxford Handbook of ;
Film Theory. NY: Oxford Univ, Press, 2020. Xxx-xxx. Trans. into Czech, 2020. |

“Defining Adaptation.” The Oxford Handbook of Adaptation Studies. NY : Oxford Univ.
Press, 2017. 23-36. Trans. into Chinese, 2019.

“From American Roads to Global Highways.” The Global Road Movie: Alternative
Journeys around the World. Ed. Timothy Corrigan and José Duarte. Bristol: Intellect,
2018. 1-13.

“Still Speed: Accleration, Value, and Execution.” Cinema Journal 55.2 (2016): 119-125.

"Biopics and the Trembling Ethics of the Real.” 4 Companion to the Biopic. Ed. Deborah
Cartmell. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2019. Xx-xxx.

“Essayism and Contemporary Narrative Cinema.” The Essay Film: Dialogue, Politics,
Utopia. Ed. Caroline Eases and Elizabeth Papazian. London and New York: Wallflower
Press and Columbia Univ. Press, 2017. 15-27.

“Emerging from Converging Cultures: Circulation, Adaptation, and Value.” The Politics
of Adaptation. Ed. Dan Hassler-Forest and Pascal Nicklas London: Palgrave, 2015. 53-
65.

“Adaptations, Refractions, and Obstructions: the Prophecies of André Bazin.” Falso
Movimento 1.1 (Fall 2014). Web. Tranlsated into Czech in Dok Revue 5.14 (Nov. 2014).
Web. Translated into Portuguese in 4 Escrita do Cinema: Ensaios. Trans. Améndio Reis,
in Clara Rowland and José Bértolo (eds). Lisbon: Documenta, 2015, 263-275.

“Back to the Future in The Singing Detective: Amphibians, Puzzles, and Adaptations.”
Journal of Screenwriting 4.3 (2013). 217-225.
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“The Pedestrian Ecstacies of Werner Herzog: On Experience, Intelligence, and the
Essayistic.” 4 Companion to Werner Herzog. Ed. Brad Prager. Malden, MA: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2012. 80-98.

“Friction, Failure, and Fire: Truffaut as Adaptive Auteur.” 4 Companion to Francois
Truffaut. Ed. Dudley Andrew and Anne Gillian. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012,
317-332.

“Movies and the 2000s.” American Cinema of the 2000s: Themes and Variations. Ed.
Timothy Corrigan. New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 2012. 1-18.

“Of Diaries on Film, or the Velocities of Non Place.” Der Essayfilm: Asthetik und
Aktualitdt. Konstanz: UVK, 2011. 125-143.

“The Essay Film as a Cinema of Ideas.” Global Art Cinema. Ed. Rosalind Gault and
Karl Schoonover. NY: Oxford Univ. Press, 2010.

“On Refractive Cinema.” Corto Circuito: Il Cinema Contemporaneo Nella Rete. Ed.
Michel Fadda. Bologna, Archetip Libri, 2010.

“Teaching Film Auteurs.” Teaching Film. Eds. Lucy Fischer and Patrice Petro. NY:
MLA, 2012. 19-25.

“Auteurism.” Oxford Bibliographies Online. NY: Oxford Univ. Press, 2011.

kR

“‘The Forgotten Image between Two Shots’: Photos, Photograms, and the Essayistic.
Still Moving: Between Cinema and Photography. Ed. Karen Beckman. Durham: Duke
University Press, 2007. 41-61.

“Coming to America. ” EJournalUSA (June 2007): 1-6.

“In the Gap: Adaptation and Disciplinarity.” The Cambridge Companion to Literature on
Screen. Ed. Deborah Cartmell and Imelda Whelehan. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2007. 29-44.

“Which Shakespeare to Love?: Film, Fidelity, and the Performance of Literature.” High
Pop: Making Culture into Popular Entertainment. Ed. Jim Collins. London: Basil
Blackwell, 2002. 155-181.

“Transformations in Fassbinder’s The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant.” Post-War Cinema
and Modernity. Ed. John Orr and Olga Taxidou. NY: New York Univ. Press, 2001. 333-
343.

“American Film Audiences.” Encyclopedia of American Studies. Ed. George Kurian,
Miles Orvell, et al. NY: Grolier, 2001.
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“Keats, Hazlitt, and Public Character.” In The Challenge of Keats. Ed. Allan Christensen
et al. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000. 145-159.

“Auteurs and the New Hollywood.” The New American Cinema. Ed. Jon Lewis. Durham:
Duke University Press, 1998. 38-63.

“Zwischen Himmel und Holle: Die ‘denaturalisierte’ Welt des Singing Detective.”” Unter
die Haut: Signaturen des Selbst im Kino der Korper. Ed. Jurgen Felix. St Augustine:
Gardez Verlag, 1998.

“The Cinematic Essay.” Iris: A Journal of Theory on Image and Sound 19 (Spring 1996):
85-91.

"Immediate History: Videotape Intervention and Narrative Film." The Image in Dispute.
Ed. Dudley Andrew. Austin: The University of Texas Press, 1997. 309-329.

"Temporality, Postmodernism, and the Fassbinder Texts." New German Critique 64
(1995): 35-52.

"Der unlesbare Film: Lekturen und Fehl-Lekture zeitgenossischer Filme." In Blick-
Wechsel: Tendenzen im Spielfilm der 70er und 80er Jahre. Ed. J. E. Muller. Munster:
Nodus Publikationen. Pp. 57-75.

"From Wide-Screen Movie to Small-Screen Film." Rotterdam Film Festival Catalogue
22 (1993): 183-187. Published in English and Dutch.

"The Commerce of Auteurism: A Voice Without Authority." New German Critique 49
(1990): 43-59. Revised and expanded version reprinted in Film and Authorship. Ed.
Virginia Wright Wexman. New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 2003. 96-112.

"Film and the Culture of Cult." Wide Angle 8 (1986): 73-86. Revised version reprinted in
J. P. Telotte, ed. The Cult Film Experience: Beyond All Reason. Austin: The University
of Texas Press, 1991. 26-39. Translated into Russian, 2010.

"Producing Herzog: From a Body of Images." The Films of Werner Herzog: Between
Mirage and History. Ed. Timothy Corrigan. London: Methuen, 1986. 3-20

"Cinematic Snuff: German Friends and Narrative Murders." Cinema Journal 24 (1984):
7-26. Reprinted in The Cinema of Wim Wenders: Image, Narrative, and the Postmodern
Condition. Ed. Gemunden and Cook. Detroit: Wayne St. Univ. Press, 1997. 110-121.

"On the Edge of History: The Radiant Orgy of Werner Schroeter." Film Quarterly 37
(1984): 6-18.

"The Tension of Translation: Peter Handke's The Lefi-Handed Woman." German Film
and Literature: Adaptations and Transformations. 260-276. Ed. Eric Rentschler. London
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and NY: Methuen, 1986.Translated into French for Mana.

"Electric Money: Television Time as Television History." Quarterly Review of Film
Studies 20 (1983): 83-90.

"The Figure in the Writing: Jean-Louis Schefer." SubStance 39 (1983): 15-20. Co-
authored with Dahlia Judovitch.

"Werner Schroeter's Operatic Cinema." Discourse 3 (1981): 46-59.

"Wim Wenders's Kings of the Road: The Voyage from Desire to Language. ” New
German Critique 24/25 (1981-82): 94-107. Reprinted in Perspectives on German
Cinema. Ed. Ginsberg and Thompson. NY: G. K. Hall, 1996. 295-309.

"The Realist Gesture in the Films of WimWenders: Hollywood and the New German
Cinema." Quarterly Review of Film Studies 17 (1980): 205-216.

"Interpreting the Uncitable Text: The Literary Criticism of Thomas De Quincey."
Ineffability: From Dante to Beckett. Ed. P. Hawkins and Anne Schotter. New York: AMS
Press, 1984, 131-147.

"Biographia Literaria and the Language of Science." Journal of the History of Ideas 41
(1980): 399-419. Reprinted in Harold Bloom, ed. Samuel Taylor Coleridge. NY: Chelsea,
1986. 167-191.

"Narrative Structure and The Turn of the Screw." Studies in Short Fiction 17 (1980): 22-
41. Co-authored with David Cook.

"Coleridge, the Reader: Language in a Combustible Mind." Philological Quarterly 59
(1979): 35-53.

TRANSLATION

"On the Object of Figuration." SubStance 39 (1983): 21-30. From Jean-Louis
Schefer, L'espece de chose: Melancholie.

INTERVIEWS

“Ethics and Aesthetics of the Real: Timothy Corrigan interviewed byAndrea Slovakova
and Tereza Hadravova.” Kino-Ikon: A Journal for the Science of the Moving Image and
Cinema 23.2 (2019): 67-77.

“Timothy Corrigan interviewed by Patricia White.” SCMS Fieldnotes.
www.cmstudies.org. Toronto, 16 March 2018.
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INVITED LECTURES AND PAPERS (SELECTED)
“Describing Cinema,” Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic, 2019

“Troubling Documentaries,” keynote address, SERCIA conference, Brest, France, 2019
and Material+Visual Worlds Transdisciplinary Studies. SUNY Binghamton, 2019

“Adaptation Studies,” Chongqing University, China, 2018
“The Truth of Reenactments,” University of Vermont, 2018
“Practically Essayistic,” Union Docs, Brooklyn, NY, 2017

“Adapting the Real,” keynote address, Film and Literature Associaiton Annual
Conference, York, PA, 2015.

“Personal Cinema,” Otterbein University, 2015.

“Essayism and Contemporary Narrative Cinema,” keynote addresses, University of
Maryland, keynote address, 2014 and University of Reading, keynote address, 2015.
Columbia University, University of Sydney the University of Reading, 2015.
“Adaptation and Cinematic Value,” keynote address, University of Lisbon, 2014.

”Film and New Media,” “Adaptation Studies,” and “American Cinema in the 2000s,”
National Univeristy of Vietnam, Hanoi, 2012.

“Contemporary American Cinema,” Nanjing University, Nanjing, China, 2012.

“The Cinematic Legacy of Dennis Potter’s The Singing Detective,” School of Advanced
Study, University of London, 2011.

“On the History of the Essay Film: From Vertov to Varda,” King’s College London and
and University of Kent, Canterbury, 2011

“Refractions and Adaptations,” Keynote Address, Adaptation Studies Conference, BFI,
London, 2009

"On Refractive Cinema," University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy, 2009
“Adapting the Classics,” National Humanities Center, 2007
“Film and Interdisciplinarity,” Cornell University, 2007

“The Forgotten Image Between Two Shots,” Harvard University and University of
Pittsburgh, 2006
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“The Pedestrian Ecstasies of Werner Herzog,” Keynote Address, Werner Herzog
Conference, London, 2005

“Writing as Rebellion in Truffaut’s 400 Blows,” University of Oklahoma, 2005

“Resisting Peter Greenaway’s 4 Zed and Two Naughts.” Speigel Symposium. University
of Pennsylvania, 2005

“Film and Infidelity.” Cornell University, 2002

“The Three Faces of Lola: German Cinema before and after Fassbinder,” Oberlin
College, 1999,

“Visible Thinking: From Montaigne to Herzog,” University of Pennsylvania, 1999.
“The Films of Alan Clarke: Essays on Ireland,” University of Florida, 1998.

“Film and the Velocity of Experience” University of Vienna, 1996.

“The Literary Texture: Scorsese’s Age of Innocence,” Univ. of Amsterdam, 1996.
"The Cinematic Essay." University of Montreal, 1994 and SCS 1995

“Keats and Hazlitt: In a Public Voice.” Bicentenario di John Keats, Rome, 1995.
"Film through Television: Movies in the 90s,” Rotterdam Film Festival, 1993.

"Public Eyes: Videotape and Film Narrative," Keynote Address, Literature and
Philosophy Conference, Pittsburgh, 1993

"Fassbinder and Postmodernism,” Dartmouth College, 1992

"Contemporary Film and the Crisis of Interpretation." University of Toronto, 1992,
"Bergman and Modernism." Loyola College, Baltimore, 1990.

"The Business of European Art Cinema." Brooklyn Museum of Art, 1989,

"The Commerce of Auteurism." City University of New York, The Graduate Center,
1988. Alexander Kluge Symposium.

"Teaching Film through Video." Osaka, Japan, 1987.

"The Debris of Contemporary Film Culture." University of California, Irvine and
University of Southern California, 1986.
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"The Hysteria of Film Genre." University of Texas, 1986, Rutgers University, 1988, the
Columbia Seminars on Aesthetics and Interdisciplinary Interpretation, 1988.

"Schlondorff's Young Toerless: A Literature of Images." Clark University, 1985.
"Cowboys in Hamburg." University of Montana, 1985.

"New Waves/Old Waves." WHYY (NPR's "Fresh Air" with Terry Gross), 1984,
"The Ruins of History: Alexander Kluge." Cornell University, 1984.

"A/Z: Film and the Erotics of Reading."University of Toronto, 1984.

"Cathartic Cinema: Dressing-Up Violence in the Films of Brian De Palma." Bryn Mawr
College, 1984.

"The Exorcism of the Image." City University of New York, 1983.
"The Drums of War: Grass and Schlondorff." University of Pennsylvania,1983.

"On the Edge of History: Schroeter's Radiant Spectacle." Center for Twentieth-Century
Studies, University of Wisconsin, 1982,

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE (SELECTED)

Editorial Board, New Review of Film and Video Studies, 2015-.

Editorial Board, Remapping World Cinema: Regional and Global Transformations
(Routledge), 2010-

Editor, Adaptation: The Journal of Literature on Screen Studies. Oxford University
Press, 2006-

Editorial Board, Cinema Journal, 2008-2013

ACLS Fellowship Committee, 2004-2006

Trustee, Association of Adapation Studies, 2005-

Director of Cinema Studies, University of Pennsylvania, 2003-

SAS Personnel Committee, 2005-2007, 2010.

Director, Media and Communications Program, Temple London, 2002.

Director, Graduate English, 1999-2002.

Chair, Humanities Curriculum, Temple University Rome, 1995-1996.

Chair, Promotions and Tenure, Department of English, 1994-1995

Director, Paris Center for Film and Critical Studies, Summer, 1991.

Executive Council Member, Society for Cinema Studies, 1989-92.

CIEE Representative to the Paris Center for Critical Studies, 1984-88.

Director, Interdisciplinary Conference on Media Literacy, 1986.

University Graduate Board, 1985-86.

Graduate Executive Committee, 1983-86, 1987-90.
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Fulbright Awards Committee, 1982-85.

Steering Committee for Paris Center for Critical Studies, 1979-84.
Assistant Editor, Sun & Moon: A Journal of Literature and Art, 1979-81.
Assistant Editor, The Wordsworth Circle,1980-81.

Associate Editor, Journal of the History Ideas, 1980-82.
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chapfer 8
Documentary Films

Representing the Real

© Lions Gate/courtesy Everett Collection

Adex Gibney’s 2016 film Zero Days is g stunning example of the many eritical and

provecative topics and strategies available to documentary cinema. Sinee John Grierson

first described documentaries in 1926 as “the creative freatment of actuality,” this

particular film practice has continually explored those different actualities and realities

in new and imaginative wavs. InThe actuality of Zere Days;-that-aetuality-foeuses

focuses on Stuxnet, a self-perpetuating computer malwar worm developed by the Israel,

the UK., and the U.S, and used to attack the Iranian nuclear centrifuges and disappear i

without a source. Part suspense thrillex, part espionage plot, and part political exposé,

the film-ereatesfilm's a-montage of political and scientific talking heads, elaborate

computer graphics, and reenactments that-male-this-documentary-appear-almeost-to-

bemake this documentary almost resemble a science-fiction film, exploring the new

global terrain where the wars of the twenty-first century will be fought,
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wnilableto-n-doenmentary- i Sinee-John-

instaneesis-Eimothy-Lreadwell; a voung-man intent-on-protecting prizsly-bears-in-the-

however, but-primarily looks-at-him-throngh-v sotage left-by-him-afterhis:
gruesome-death-when attacked by a-rogue bear. As Herzog presents and interacts with-
that-foatage (as-well ns with-interviews with Treadwell’s friends-and-acquaintanees),
reality for Treadwell beeomes-as much-a-performanee as-a fact. The film then gradually.
expands fo-become much-more-than a naturefilm and to-develop as-a-profound and-

bout-human-psyehologys the brutality-of nature; and-how-

wo steuggle to bridge the diffevenee between the two, fu-Grizzly Man-as in-many-other-

Ui

For most of us, the film experience is primarily about elements like suspense, humor, or

intense emotions. Yet that experience can also include the desire to be better informed about
a person or an event, to engage with new and challenging ideas, or to learn more about what
happens in other parts of the world. A movie that aims to inform viewers about truths or facts
is commonly referred to as a documentary film. John Grierson first used the term to describe
a Robert Flaherty picture called Moana (1926) and its “visual account of events in the daily
life of a Polynesian youth and his family.” Broadly speaking, a documentary film is a visual

and auditory representation of the presumed facts, real experiences, and actual events of the

2
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world. DBocumentary films usually employ and emphasize strategies and organizations that
differ fr01ﬁ thbsc that define narrative cinema, such as plot and narration. Later Flaherty
would team up with German filmmaker I, W. Murnau to integrate the documentary world of
Moana into the narrative film Tabu: A Story of the South Seas (1931) [Figure 7.1], and this
hybrid film ra.ises key questions: How are documentary films different from narrative ones?
What attracts us to them? How do they organize their material? What makes them popular,

useful, and uniquely illuminating?

7.1 Tabu: A Story of the South Seas (1931). Following the documentary breakthrough of
Flaherty’s earlier Moana, Robert Flaherty and F. W. Murnau’s new project combines a tragic

love story with documentary images of Polynesian life. Courtesy Everett Collection

KEY OBJECTIVES

m Recognize that documentary films are best distinguished as cultural practices.

m Describe how documentary films employ nonfictional and non-narrative images and
forms.

m Identify how documentary movies make and draw on specific historical heritages.

m Explain the common formal strategies and organizations used in documentary films.

u Summarizo how documentary films have become associated with cultural values and

traditions from which we develop filmic meaning.

If narrative films are prominently about memory and the shaping of time, then
documentary movies are about insight and learning — expanding what we can know, feel,
and see. Certainly narratives can enlarge and intensify the world for us in these ways as well,
but without the primary task of telling a story, documentary movies — whether they are

newsreels, theatrical films, PBS broadcasts, or specials on cable or streaming services — can
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concentrate on leading our intellectual activities down new paths. Entertainment and artistry
are of course not excluded from documentary films. In Searching for Sugar Man (2012), two
South Afripans take their cameras and iPhones on a search for a Detroit pop singer from the
1960s and 1970s, Rodriguez — who, unbeknownst to him, had achieved cult status in Africa.
While Rodrig_ﬁcz is presumed dead by many and now struggling simply to make a living with
construction jobs, this investigative quest discovers a lost hero and returns him to another
world that celebrates him and his music in ways he had never experienced or imagined. Like
the filmmakers and Rodri guez himself, we too discover new human depths and new cultural

geographies across the world [Figure 7.2].

7.2 Searching for Sugar Man (2012). Entertainment and artistry intermingle in this quest

for a lost reality that binds two cultures.

While ﬁarrative films are at the heart of commercial entertainment, documentary movies
operate acéording to an “economics of information” since they usually rely on different
sources of funding and different venues for exhibition through which to deliver their ideas
and information. Many of the first films made in the 1890s and early 1900s, such as the
traveling exhibitions and shows of Lyman H. Howe in America and Walter Haggar in
England, were part of lectures, scientific presentations, or visual illustrations of the art of
motion. Churches, schools, and cultural institutions supported and financially subsidized
these presentations, usually in the name of intellectual, spiritual, or cultural development.
Since then, documentaries have remained, to some extent, tied to and often financially
dependent on private and public sponsorship, such as museums, government agencies, local

- social acti\:fist_s, and cultural foundations — from projects of the Works Progress
Administration (WPA) that funded U.S. documentaries in the 1930s to the grants of the

National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) that support some nonfiction films today. In

. 4
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addition, many documentaries are made for television, a phenomenon that has increased since
the 1980s, when the deregulation of the broadcast industry encouraged the proliferation of
such cable networks as Discovery Channel and History. For these channels, documentary
programming has become a mainstay.

Although documentary films often claim and sometimes deserve the title “independent
films,” their survival has depended on a public culture that promotes learning as a crucial part
of the film experience. Outside of or on the fringes of commercial cinema, this “other”
culture of films has endured and often triumphed through every period of film history and in
virtually every world culture. In the following sections, we will explore the many ways these

films have expanded how we observe, listen, and think.

A Short'History of Documentary Cinema

From ancient government records to family home movies, charts mapping new territories to
school text-books, we explain and learn about the world in ways that stories cannot fully
explore. For examplc, the journals describing Marco Polo’s travels through China or the
early-nineteenth-century treatise by Sir Humphry Davy on the discovery of electricity have,

in their own ways, recorded lost worlds, offered new ideas, or changed how we see society.

steategiestsedn-thefhn-voutvefustyicowed?

i |

At the end of the nineteenth century, the search for empirical and spiritual truths produced
new educational practices, technological tools, colonial expeditions, and secret societies —

these were the vehicles to new experiences, pragmatic thought, and better worlds. In the

. 5
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midst of these trends, film was introduced in 1895 and used to illustrate lectures, offer
cinematic portraits of famous people, and guide audiences through short movie travelogues.
For many, film was not an art but a tool for investigating and explaining the physical and
social worlds. The Edison Company stunned viewers in 1901 with a series of short films
documenting the activities of President William McKinley on the day of his assassination, his
funeral, and the transition of power to President Theodore Roosevelt [Figure 7.3]. Just as
narrative films are rooted in cultural foundations and histories that preceded the cinema by

centuries, so too are documentary films,

A Prehistory of Documentaries

For centuries, documentary cinema was anticipated by oral practices such as sermons,
political speeches, and academic lectures; visual practices such as maps, photographs, and
paintings; musical practices such as folk songs and symphonies; and written practices such as
letters, diaries, poems, scientific treatises, and newspaper reports. The essay form, in
particular, is considered to have had a great influence on documentary cinema. Spearheaded
by Michel de Montaigne, the essay form first appeared in the late sixteenth century and
centered around personal and everyday subjects as a fragmented commentary on life and

ideas.

7.3 President McKinley’s Funeral Cortege at Buffalo, New York (1901). Compelling
images of events surrounding President William McKinley’s assassination were recorded by
motion-picture cameras, The Library of Congress has made these films available through the

online American Memory Project. Library of Congress

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, journalism developed as a public

forum for expressing ideas, announcing events, and recording daily happenings around town.
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Around 1800, Mary Wollstonecraft and Thomas Malthus wrote books, pamphlets, and
lengthy essays describing the current state of society and insisting on practical ways that
social science could improve people’s lives. As the middle class moved to the center of
Western societies in the nineteenth century, people demanded more information about the
world.

Photography and photojournalism, evolving from new printing and lithographic
technologies, became widespread and popular ways to record and comment on events. Unlike
narrative practices, such as realistic novels or short stories, photojournalism presented
virtually instantaneous and seemingly uncontestable records, factual representations of people
and events frozen in time. One of the most dramatic combinations of social science and
photography is Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890) [Figure 7.4], which is part
lecture, part photo essay; its pseudoscientific sermon exposes and condemns living conditions

in New York City’s tenement housing.

7.4 “Bandit’s Roost,” How the Other Half Lives (1890). Jacob Riis documents the squalor

and danger of tenement life in nineteenth-century New York. Jacob August Riis/CorbisNA

1895-1905: Early Actualities, Scenics, and Topicals

The very ﬁ.:rst‘movics appeared in 1895 and were frequently called actualities — that is,
moving 116nﬁction snapshots of real people and events, with the most famous being Louis
and Auguste Lumiére’s Workers Leaving the Lumiére Factory. This film captivated
audiences with its recording and presentation of a simple everyday activity without
explanatioﬁ or story line. Seenics, a variation of these early nonfiction films, offered exotic or
remarkable images of nature or foreign lands. In Birt Acres’s Rough Sea at Dover (1896), an

immobile image shows waves crashing against a seawall, while other short scenics present
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views of Jerusalem or Niagara Falls. When these films captured or sometimes re-created
historical or newsworthy events, they would be referred to as topicals, suggesting the kind of
cultural, hiétot_'ical, or political relevance usually found in newspapers. Around 1898, for
example, the ongoing Spanish-American War figured in a number of topicals, often with
battle scenes depicting the sinking of the American ship Maine, which was re-created through
miniatures. These factual and fabricated images of the war attracted large audiences [Figure
7.5]

7.5 The Motion Picture Camera Goes to War (1898). Many topicals produced between
1898 and 1901 depicted the ongoing Spanish-American War. Archival film and/or video

materials from the collections of the Library of Congress

The 19205: Robert Flaherty and the Soviet Documentaries

Footage of distant lands continued to interest moviemakers and audiences even after narrative
film became the norm around 1910. American adventurers Martin and Osa Johnson
documented their travels in Africa and the South Seas in such popular films as Jungle
Adventures (1921) and Simba (1928) [Figure 7.6]. But it was Robert Flaherty, often referred
to as “the father of documentary cinema,” who significantly expanded the powers and
popularity of nonfiction film in the 1920s, most famously with his early works Nanook of the
North (1922) and Moana. Blending a romantic fascination with nature and an anthropological
desire to document and record other civilizations, Flaherty identified new possibilities for
funding these noncommercial films (largely through corporations) and, with the success of
Nanook, ideni‘iﬁed new audiences interested in realistic films that were exciting even without
stories and stars.

At the same time, a very different kind of documentary was taking shape in Soviet

cinema. Filmmakers such as Dziga Vertov and Esfir Shub saw timely political potential in
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creating documentary films with strong ideological messages conveyed through the formal
techni.q.uc of montage. In The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty (1927), Shub compiles and edits
existing footage to show the historical conflicts between the aristocracy and the workers. In
Man with g Movie Camera (1929), which would become one of the most renowned “city
symphony” documentaries, Vertov re-creates and celebrates the energy of the everyday

people and the activities of a modern city.

7.6 Simba (1928). Early documentaries took the shape of explorations of new lands and
cultures, frequently transforming those worlds into strange and exotic objects. Here American
adventurers Martin and Osa Johnson documented their travels in Africa and the South Seas,

Courtesy of Milestone Film and Video

1930-1945: The Politics and Propaganda of Documentary

Perhaps more so than for other film practices, the introduction of optical sound recording in
1927 catapulted documentary films forward, as it made possible the addition of educational
or social commentary to accompany images in newsreels, documentaries, and propaganda
films. Public institutions such as the General Post Office in England, President Roosevelt’s
Resettlemf_:_nt Administration, and the National Film Board of Canada, as well as private
groups such as New York City’s Film and Phofo League, unhesitatingly supported
documentary practices in the 1930s and 1940s. These institutions prefigure the more
contemporary supporters of documentary film, including the American Public Broadcasting
Service (PB Sj, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), and the German ZDF television
station.

Indeed, ddcumentary film history can never really be divorced from these critical sources

of funding‘ and distribution. Perhaps the most prominent figure to forge and develop a
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rel ationship between documentary filmmakers and those institutions that would eventually
fund them was British filmmaker John Grierson. From the late 1920s through the 1940s, as
the first head of the National Film Board of Canada, Grierson not only promoted
documentaries that dealt with social issues but also established the institutional foundations
that for years funded and distributed them. Government and institutional support for
documentary cinema would proceed in a more troubling direction in the 1930s and 1940s in
the form of propaganda films [Figures 7.7a and 7.7b] — two famous examples being Leni
Riefenstahl’s 7riumph of the Will (1935), commemorating the sixth Nazi rally in Nuremberg,
and Japanese Relocation (1943), a U.S. film justifying the internment of Japanese Americans

on the West Coast.

1950s—1970s: New Technologies and the Arrival of Television

In the 1950s, changes in documentary practices followed the technological development of
lightweight 16mm cameras, which allowed filmmakers a new kind of spontaneity and
inventiveness when capturing reality. Most dramatic was the cinéma vérité movement that
appeared in France at this time, whereby a “cinema truth” was achieved through the use of
lightweight cameras to record daily life and public events. Documentary filmmakers like Jean
Rouch, with films like Moi un noir (I, a Black) (1958), could now participate more directly
and provocatively in the reality they filmed. This new mobile and independent method of
documentary filmmaking advanced again with the development of portable magnetic sync-
sound recorders in the late 1950s, and then again in 1968 with the introduction of Portapak
video equipment. Armed with a lightweight camera and the ability to record direct sound,
filmmakers cc_).uld now document actions and events that previously remained hidden or at a
distance. Rouch’s later film, Chronicle of a Summer (1961), has become a classic example of

these new cinéma vérité possibilities, as it features random encounters with people on the
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streets of Paris, answering questions and giving their opinions on happiness, war, politics,

love, and work.

7.7 (a) Triumph of the Will (1935) and (b) Japanese Relocation (1943). Films like these
represented the disturbing propagandistic power of documentaries controlled and supported
by governments and other institutional agents. 7.7a: Courtesy Photofest

(@)

(b)

Sometimes referred to as the golden age of television documentary, this period also
brought a rapid expansion of documentaries aimed at a new television audience. Merging
older documentary traditions with television news reportage, these programs were often noted
for their tough honesty and social commitment. The work of television journalist Edward R.
Murrow, who battled over Senator Joseph McCarthy’s indiscriminate attacks on individuals,
set a new benchmark for news reporting.

Perhaps the best-known example of the convergence of new technology, a more mobile
style, and television reportage is Robert Drew’s Primary, the 1960 film about the Democratic
primary in Wisconsin between John F, Kennedy and Hubert H, Humphrey [Figure 7.8]. This
documentary was produced for the series ABC Close-Up! (1960-1961) by Drew Associates,
the organization that would train many of the documentary filmmakers associated with direct
cinema, the American documentary version of cinéma vérité that aims to capture unfolding

events as unobtrusively as possible.

7.8 Primary (1960). This documentary about John F, Kennedy’s presidential campaign took

advantage of the mobility and immediacy produced by new camera and sound equipment,

1980s—Present: Digital Cinema, Cable, and Reality TV

. ]
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In the 1980s, the consumer video camera was taken up by artists and activists, such as the
AIDS activist video collective Testing the Limits, as part of the democratization of
documentary that would continue with the rapid shift to digital formats. With the introduction
in the late 198IOS of Avid’s nonlinear digital editing process making editing so much easier
and less expensive, documentary shooting ratio — the ratio of footage shot to footage used
in the film — increased exponentially. This led to the growth of personal documentaries,
which would éventually achieve theatrical exposure in such films as Morgan Spurlock’s
quirky tale of his fast-food consumption quest, Super Size Me (2004) [Figure 7.9]. During
this period, changes in the distribution and exhibition of documentaries significantly

impacted the availability and popularity of these films.

7.9 Super Size Me (2004). Morgan Spurlock at a checkup in this personal documentary on

fast-food diets and their effects on American obesity.

In addition to increased festival and theatrical exposure and the expanding video rental
market, cable and satellite television networks provide more and more opportunities for
documentary projects. Under Sheila Nevins, HBO’s documentary division has sponsored
numerous poﬁvcrful and acclaimed films, including Born into Brothels (2004) and If God Is
Willing and da Creek Don’t Rise (2010). Planet Earth (2006), the eleven-part nature TV
series co-produced by the BBC and Discovery Channel, garnered awards, critical praise, and
wide audiences for its state-of-the-art, high-definition cinematography and conservation
message, echoed in a successful series of theatrically released documentaries from the
DisncyNaturé label [Figure 7.10]. While public television and cable networks provide more
venues for independently produced documentaries that may otherwise have limited
distribution, the relatively low production costs of nonfiction programming have also

encouraged many channels to fill their schedules with reality television. From Pawn Stars to
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Top Chef, these formats feature real people in situations that blur the lines between actual

events, theatrical performances, and reenactments [Figures 7.11a and 7.11b].

7.10 Chimpanzee (2012). Though relatively few documentaries receive wide national
releases, Disney has seen success in recent years with their series of nature films. Their

Chimpanzee remains one of the highest-grossing documentaries of recent years,

7.11 (a) Pawn Stars (2009-) and (b) Top Chef (2006-). Just two examples of reality

television shows that blur the boundaries between what is real and what is performedjui],
7.11a: © History Channel/Courtesy Everett Collection/7.11b: David Moit/© Bravo/Courtesy
Everett Collection

(a)
(b)

The Elements of Documentary Films

The documentary film, despite sharing elements of cinematic form with narrative and
experimental films, organizes its material, constitutes its authority, and engages the audience
in a distinct fashion. The following section outlines the modes of discourse, organizational

patterns, and methods of presenting a point of view typical of the documentary film.

Nonfiction and Non-Narrative

Nonfiction and non-narrative, cornerstones of documentary films, are two key concepts that
are often debated. Although documentary films and experimental films (see Chapter 8) can
both be described as non-narrative, nonfiction has primarily been associated with

documentary films. Nonfiction films present (presumed) factual descriptions of actual
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events, persons, or places, rather than their fictional or invented re-creation. Attempts to
make a hard-and-fast distinction between “factual descriptions” and “fictional re-creations”
have provoked heated debates throughout film history, since facts are arguably malleable.
Nonetheless, a fundamental distinction can be made between, say, a PBS documentary about
the life of Queen Elizabeth II of England and Stephen Frears’s feature film 7he Queen
(2006). The first film uses the accounts of journalists, news media, and historians to show the
facts and complex issues in the life of one of the great women of history. The second film
uses some of the same information but focuses specifically on events immediately following
the death of Princess Diana and the queen’s relationship with Prime Minister Tony Blair in
order to create a dramatic and entertaining episode in her life.

However, it is also important to recognize that nonfiction can be used in a variety of

creative ways. [ln Going Clear: Scientology and the Prison of BeliefEnron

Guys-in-the-Room (20105), Alex Gibney pursucs a nonfictiona

investigation of the-cause-behind-the-corpotati

actaal-participants-in-and-vietims of the

manipulates, and often threatens individuals ranging from movie stars to 1RS agents [Figure

7.12]. mi3iIn contrast, in Of Great Events and Ordinary People (1979), Raoul Ruiz turns an
assignment to conduct nonfictional interviews in a Paris neighborhood into a complex and
humorous reflection on the impossibility of revealing any truth or honesty through the

interview process.

7.12 Enron: The Smartest Guys in the Room (2005). Alex Gibney’s film is a nonfiction

investigation of the corruption that led to the collapse of a powerful American corporation.

Non-narrative films eschew or de-emphasize stories and narratives, instead employing

other forms like lists, repetition, or contrasts as their organizational structure. For example, a
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non-narrative film might create a visual list (of objects found in an old house, for instance),
repeat a single image as an organizing pattern (returning to an ancient carving on the front
door of the house), or alternate between objects in a way that suggests fundamental
differences (contrasting the rooms, clothing, and tools used by the men and the women in the
house).

A non-narrative movie may certainly embed stories within its organization, but those
stories usually become secondary to the non-narrative pattern. In Koyaanisqatsi (1983), slow-
motion and time-lapse photography capture the open vistas of an American landscape and
their destruction against the drifting tones of Philip Glass’s music: pristine fields and
mountains, rusty towns, and garbage-strewn highways [Figure 7.13]. Through these images,
one may dptect traces of a story about the collapse of America in what the Hopi Indian title
declares is “a-lifc out of balance,” but that simple and vague narrative is not nearly as
powerful as the emotional force of the film’s accumulating visual repetitions and contrasts.
Diane Keaton’s Heaven (1987) intersperses clips from old movies with angels and other
images of heaven and presents a litany of faces and voices to answer such questions as “Does
heaven exist?” and “Is there sex in heaven?” Although we may sense a religious mystery tale
behind these questions and answers, this movie is better understood as a playful list of

unpredictable reactions to the possibility of a life hereafter.

7.13 Koyaanisqatsi (1983). A non-narrative catalog of images contrasting America’s beauty

and decay.

Nonfiction and non-narrative clearly suggest distinctive ways of seeing the world.
Although they often overlap in documentary films, one form of presentation does not
necessarily imply the other. A non-narrative film may be entirely or partly fictional;

conversely, a nonfiction film can be constructed as a narrative. Complicating these
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distinctioné is the fact that both kinds of practices can become less a function of the intentions
of the film than of viewers’ perception; what may seem nonfictional or non-narrative in one
context may not seem so in another. For example, audiences in the 1920s mostly assumed
that Nanook of the North was a nonfictional account of an Inuit fribesman and his family.
Now, most: viewers recognize that some of the central events and actions were fabricated for
the documéntary. Similarly, for some viewers, The Cove (2009) is a non-narrative exposé of
the capture and slaughter of dolphins by a Japanese company, while for others it is a dramatic
narrative about a group of activists on a rescue mission. Keeping in mind how the different
meanings of nonfiction and non-narrative can historically and perceptually shift should,
however, only make the categories more useful in judging the strategies of a particular
documentary as part of changing cultural contexts and as a reflection of an audience’s point

of view.

VIEWING CUE
Is the film you have just seen in class best described as nonfiction or non-narrative? What

elements helped you decide which categorization was more appropriate?

Expositions: Organizations That Show or Describe

While narrative film relies on specific patterns to shape the material realities of life into

imaginative histories, the documentary employs strategies and forms that resemble scientific

and educational methods. For example, the 2015 feature film 7The Wealk is a narrative about

Phillippe Petit, a French tightrope walker who in 1974 tiptoed between the tops of the two

World Trade Center buildings on a thin wire: replete with chronological suspense, intrigue.

special effects. and even romance, this narrative moves crisply forward to culminate in a

heroic conclusion, cheered on by the New Yorkers who watch the walk., The 49742008
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documentary Man on Wire. conversely. develops in a nonlinear fashion, presents actual

footage of the walk, has Petit himself explain much of his planning, interiects commentary by

other participants in the event, and inserts home-movies of his training.

‘hai girl longing (0-lehve an isolated iskund- iight

nekok- A doeumentary-film, in-contiask-might-examine
the details ofher-dai

strategies-alterour experience-o

he-girh-thus making the character seem-like-two-different-
peoplesftii

The formal expositional strategies used in documentary movies are known as
“documentary organizations,” These organizations show or describe experiences in a way
that differs from narrative films — that is, without the temporal logic of narrative and without
the presiding focus on how a central character motivates and moves events forward.
Traditional documentaries tend to observe the facts of life from a distance and organize their
observations as objectively as possible to suggest some definition of the subject through the
exposition itself.

Here we will discuss three distinctive organizations of documentary films: the
cumulative, the contrastive, and the developmental. These organizations may appear in
different films or may be used in some combination in the same film, Then we will explore
how the use qf these organizational patterns is often governed by the perspective — or

rhetorical position — from which a film’s observations are made.

Cumulative Organizations

Cumulative organizations present a catalog of images or sounds throughout the course of the

film. It may be a simple series with no recognizable logic connecting the images. Joris
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Ivens’s Rain (1929) presents images from a rainstorm in Amsterdam, showing the rain falling
in a multitude of different ways and from many different angles [Figure 7.14]. We do not
sense that we are watching this downpour from beginning to end; rather, we see this rain as
the accumt.llat.ion of its seemingly infinite variety of shapes, movements, and textures,
Another example of cumulative organization is Thirty-Two Short Films About Glenn Gould
(1993). Although some viewers may expect a biography of the renowned pianist Gould, the
film intentionally fragments his life into numerical episodes focused on his playing, on his

acquaintances discussing him, and on reenactments of moments in his life [Figure 7.16].

7.14 Rain (1929). The accumulation of images of different kinds of rain showers gradually

creates a poetic documentary of various shapes and textures.

<BOX>

FILM IN FOCUS

Nonfiction and Non-Narrative in

Man of Aran 1934
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See also: Nanook of the North (1922); Sunless (1982); Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner

(2001)

FILM IN FOCUS

bedfordstmartins.com/filmexperience

To watch a video about Man of Aran, see the Film Experience LaunchPad.

Robert Flaherty’s documentary film Man of Aran (1934)is an early, incisive example of how
films employ, albeit in different ways, both nonfictional and non-narrative practices. Man of
Aran, a documentary about a small community living on an island off the coast of western
Ireland, does not identify the characters or explain their motivations; instead, it lists and
describes the activities that make up their daily lives and records the hardships of living on a
barren, isolated island, The members of this seemingly primitive community cart soil to grow
potatoes on their rocky plots and struggle against the ferocious sea to fish and survive. In an
important sense, the film is a historical and cultural record: it documents the routines of the
residents’ existence without the drama of a narrative beginning, climax, or conclusion.
Adding to the distant atmosphere of a place that seems newly discovered by this film, the
characters are not named, and the force of the sea constantly overwhelms their meager
attempts to create order and meaning in their lives [Figure 7.15]. Well beyond learning about
the customs of a distant way of life, audiences find in Man of Aran a dignity of living far
removed from common experience and knowledge.

Stories and narratives are not the primary organizational feature in Man of Aran. Instead,
the film mostly accumulates, repeats, and contrasts images. The brutal lifestyle on the island
is presented by confrasting human activities with natural forces: images of people preparing
meals, plE-li.ltillg a garden, and repairing fishing nets alternate with images of crashing waves,

barren rock coasts, and empty horizons.
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Yet traces of fiction and narrative are still visible in the film, even if they are subsumed
under alternative organizational patterns. Some situations are in fact fabricated, such as the
episode in which the men are nearly lost at sea in the hunt for a basking shark. Shark hunts
were a part of life two generations earlier but by 1934 no longer took place on the Aran
Islands. The episode thus relies on the dramatic suspense that drives any good adventure

story.

7.15 Man of Aran (1934). Inhabiting Irish islands unknown to many viewers, nameless

individuals fight for survival against the barren and harsh world.

However innovative and distinctive this film is, it also reminds us of its cultural heritage.
While explicitly working out of the tradition of an anthropological report, Man of Aran also
adapts the tradition of the travel essay or travelogue, found in the works of writers from
Henry James (1843—-1916) to Bruce Chatwin (1940-1989). Whereas James describes the
sights and sounds of his visits to Venice and Chatwin his encounters in Patagonia, Flaherty’s
film shows usa culture on the far reaches of the emerging modern civilizations of the
twentieth cenfury.

<END BOX>

Contrastive Organizations

A variation on cumulative organization, contrastive organizations present a series of contrasts
or oppositions meant to indicate the different points of view on its subject. Thus a film may
alternate betWeen images of war and peace or between contrasting skylines of different cities.
Sometimes these contrasts may be evaluative, distinguishing positive and negative events. At
other times, clontl‘astive exposition may suggest a more complicated relationship between

objects or individuals. [Among the most ambitious versions of this technique is a group of
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successive films made every seven years; the films track the changin
situations of a group of children as they grow. into the adults of 49 Up (2005) and 56 Up
(2012). With a new film appearing every seven years, these films contrast not only the

differences among developing individuals in terms of class, gender, and family life but also

the eontrastive-shapecontrasting shapes of these developments differs sienificantly form the

fiction film Bovhood (2014), where the use of the same actor as he matures over 10-years;a_

decade emphasizes the coherence of the development,

7.16 Thirty-Two Short Films About Glenn Gould (1993). As an expositional organization,
the film offers a glimpse into the life of the notoriously elusive genius through snippets of
performance footage intermixed with reenactments of moments in his life. The Kobal

Collection/Art Resource, NY

7.17 Night Mail (1936). Within the journey of mail from London to Scotland, a poetry of the
everyday develops and progresses, as the film follows the tasks of sorting mail, picking up
that mail by trains, and eventually delivering it at the end of the line. Courtesy British Postal

Museum & Archive

VIEWING CUE

@ bedfordstmartins.com/filmexperience

Examine carefully the organization of this clip from The Cove (2009). Does it follow a clear

formal strategy? Explain.

Developmental Organizations

' . 1
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With developmental organizations, places, objects, individuals, or experiences are presented
through a pattern that has a non-narrative logic or structure but still follows a logic of change
or progtession. For example, an individual may be presented as growing from small to large,
as changing from a passive to an active personality, or as moving from the physical to the
spiritual. With a script by W. H. Auden, Night Mail (1936) describes the journey of the mail
train from London to Scotland, documenting and celebrating the many precisely coordinated
tasks that make up this nightly civil service. With music from composer Benjamin Britten
and poetry by Auden, the movement of this journey re-creates the rhythms of the train wheels
as they accelerate, steady, and then slow in their developing path across England [Figure
7.17}. More recently, the 2007 The King of Kong: A Fistful of Quarters follows gamer Steve
Wiebe in his attempt to break the record score of Donkey Kong champion Billy Mitchell. The
film documents his progressive movement toward that goal and the showdown that threatens

to derail it [Figure 7.18].

Rhetorical- Positions

Just as narrative cinema uses different types of narrators and narration to tell stories from a |
certain angle, documentary and experimental films employ their own rhetorical positions, or
organizational points of view, that shape their formal practices according to certain

perspectives and attitudes. Sometimes these films might assume the neutral stance of the

uninvolved observer — referred to as the “voice of God” because of its assumed authority
and objectivity. At other times, the point of view of the documentary assumes a more limited
or even personal perspective. Whether clearly visible and heard, omniscient or personal, or
merely implied by the film’s organization, the rhetorical positions of documentary films

generally articulate their attitudes and positions according to four principal frameworks:

m The first is associated with the effort to explore the world and its peoples.
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m The second aims to interrogate or analyze an event or a problem.

m The third assumes the stance of a debater or polemicist who attempts to persuade the
audience 61’ a certain truth or point of view.

m The fourth foregrounds and reflects the presence and activity of the filmmaking process

and/or the filmmalker.

7.18 The King of Kong: A Fistful of Quarters (2007). Gaming becomes a world of ever-
rising scores, new records, and conquests, as we follow Steve Wiebe’s journey from playing
Donkey Kong in his garage to the Funspot Arcade in Laconia, New Hampshire, where he

performs a live high score to prove his ability and legitimacy.

Sometimés these frameworks will overlap in a single film. For example, the voice of
Peter Davis’s Hearts and Minds (1974) is both explorative and polemical as it tears apart,
with strategica[ ly placed interviews and newsreel footage, the myths supporting the Vietnam
War [Figure 7.19]. Winged Migration (2001) uses both very little commentary and a “bird’s-
eye view” to present the flights of migratory birds around the world, while at the same time it
subtly promotes the natural mysteries of those activities. Capitalism=A-Love-StoryWhere to
Invade Next (20092015), a film that centers on director Michael Moore’s perspective on the-

recent-finaneial-crisis-and-the-ensuing-bailouthow other countries compare to the United

States, offers an often exaggerated performance as a clearly argumentative perspective meant
to incite and arouse audiences and to sway opinion on the-current-economie-situation-in-the-

United-Statessocial and economic programs.

7.19 Hearts and Minds (1974). A documentary explores the realities of the Vietnam War,
while tryiﬁg to convince its audience of the misguided decisions that led to the disaster it

became,
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Explorative Positions

Explorative positions announce or suggest that the film’s driving perspective is a scientific
search into particular social, psychological, or physical phenomena. Informed by this
position, a documentary assumes the perspective of a traveler, an explorer, or an investigator
who encounters new worlds, facts, or experiences and aims to present and describe these
straightforwardly, often as a witness. Travel films have existed since the first days of cinema
when filmmakers would offer short records of exotic locations such as Niagara Falls or the
Great Wall of China. The first feature-length documentaries extended that explorative
curiosity, positioning the travel film somewhere between the anthropologist’s urge to show
different civilizations and peoples, as in Flaherty’s Nanook of the North [Figure 7.20], and
the tourist’s pleasure of visiting novel sites and locations, as in Jean Vigo’s tongue-in-cheek
wanderings through a French resort town in Apropos of Nice (1930). More recently, Werner
Herzog’s Cave of Forgotten Dreams (2010) mobilizes 3-D technology to explore the Chavet
Cave drawings in Southern France, offering a stunning commentary on these prehistorical

paintings and their anticipation of cinematic movement [Figure 7.21].

7.20  Nanook of the North (1922). Many documentaries mimic the anthropologist’s project

of exploring other cultures, in this case the rituals and daily routines of an Inuit family.

7.21  Cave of Forgotten Dreams (2010). 3-D images allow Herzog to explore the space of

prehistorical drawings in ways never before possible,

Interrogative Positions

Interrogative or analytical positions rhetorically structure a movie in a way that identifies the
subject as being under investigation — either through an implicit or explicit question-and-

answer format or by other, more subtle, techniques. Commonly condensed in the interview
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format found in many documentary films, interrogative techniques can also employ a
voiceover or an on-camera voice that asks questions of individuals or objects that may or may
not respond to the questioning, Frank Capra’s Why We Fight series (1943—1945) explicitly
formulates itself as an inquisition into the motivations for the U.S. involvement in World War
II, while in Trinh T, Minh-ha’s Surname Viet Given Name Nam (1989) a question or problem
may only be implied, and succeeding images may either resolve the problem or not. Errol
Morris’s Fog of War (2003) creates a visually and musically complex forum, filmed with an
innovative camera device he called the “Interrotron,” through which he elicits strained
explanations from former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara about the catastrophe of
the Vietnam War. One of the most profound and subtlest examples of the interrogative or
analytical form is Alain Resnais’s Night and Fog (1955), which offers images without
answers [Figures 7.22a and 7.22b]. In short, interrogative and analytical forms may lead to

more knowledge, or may simply raise more questions than they answer.,

Persuasive Positions

Use of intél‘rogation and analysis in a documentary film are often (but not always) intended to
convince or persuade a viewer about certain facts or truths, Persuasive positions articulate a
perspective that expresses a personal or social position using emotions or beliefs and aim to
persuade viewers to feel and see in a certain way. Some films do so through voices and
interviews that attempt to convince viewers of a particular cause. In An Inconvenient Truth
(2006), former vice president Al Gore positions himself like a professor before charts, graphs,
and images in a sustained argument about the dangers of global warming [Figure 7.23].
Other movies may downplay the presence of the personal perspective and instead use images
and sounds to influence viewers through argument or emotional appeal, as in propagandistic

movies that urge certain political or social views. Leni Riefenstahl’s infamous Triumph of the
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Will allows the grandiose composition of images to convince viewers of the glorious powers
of the Nazi Party; meanwhile, Pussy Riot: A Punk Prayer (2013) describes the dramatic
protests of three young Russian women about the repressions in Russian society and their
subsequenf_ sentence of three years in prison. Between the pounding and energetic rhythms of
the music and the absurdities of the trial, there is little question about its persuasive exposure

of the Russian church and government.

7.22a and 7.22b Night and Fog (1955). As images of liberated survivors of the Nazi
concentration camps alternate with contemporary images of the same empty camps, the
complex organizational refrain of the film becomes, “Who is responsible?”

(a)

(b)

7.23 An Inconvenient Truth (2006). Graphs, charts, and expert opinion help to persuade an

audience of the dangers of global warming.

VIEWING CUE

with as much detail as possible-ef the- il

thetorical position- the subject it's addressingapprepriate-forthe-subje

another way of filming this subject? Explain [His]

Persuasive forms can also rely solely on the power of documentary images themselves.
- Frederick Wiseman’s Titicut Follies (1967), for example, exposes the treatment of and
influences attitudes about the criminally insane without any overt argumentation [Figure

7.24]. With such movies, what we are being persuaded to do or think may not be immediately
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evident, yet it is usually obvious that we are engaged in a rhetorical argument that involves

visual facts, infellectual statements, and sometimes emotional manipulation.

Reflexive and Performative Positions

Reflexive and performative positions call attention to the filmmaking process or perspective
of the filmmaker in determining or shaping the documentary material being prescﬁted. Often
this means calling attention to the making of the documentary or the process of watching a
film itself. Certain films, like Laleen Jayamanne’s 4 Song of Ceylon (1985), which references
the classical documentary Song of Ceylon (1934) through its meditation on colonialism and
gender in Sri Lanka, aim to remind viewers that documentary reality and history are always
mediated by the film image, and that documentary films do not necessarily offer an easy
access to truth. This focus can shift from the filmmaking process to the filmmaker, thus

emphasizing the participation of that individual as a kind of performer of reality.

7.24 Titicut Follies (1967). Much of the film’s power resides in shocking images of the
institutional abuses of the prisoners. Bridgewater Film Company, Inc., permission granted by

Zipporah Films, Inc.

7.25 Sherman’s March (1986). A personal documentary about the filmmaker’s attempt to
make a historical film that becomes a reflexive performance about love, women, and making

movies.

A classic éxam ple of a reflexive and performative documentary, Orson Welles’s I for
Fake (1973) Wittily mediates on powers of illusion that bind filmmaking, the illusions of
magicians, fraud, and art forgery. In Ross McElwee’s Sherman’s March (1986), the
filmmaker sets out on a journey to document the famous Civil War general’s conquest of the

South; along the way, however, this witty film becomes more about the filmmaker’s own
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failed attempts to start or maintain a romantic relationship with the many women he meets

[Figure 7.25].

Making Sense of Documentary Films

Although moviegoers have always been attracted to a film’s entertainment value, audiences
have also appreciated the cultural and educational values of nonfiction movies produced as
early as thc 1890s. These films presented sporting events, political speeches, and dramatic
presentations of Shakespeare. In 1896, for instance, the Lumiére brothers took audiences on
an ed ucatiénal railway trip with the “phantom ride” of Leaving Jerusalem by Railway
[Figure 7.26]. According to these practices, then, the documentary could presumably offer
unmediated truths or factual insights that were unavailable through strictly narrative
experiences. Regardless of how this basic view of the documentary may have changed since
then, presenting presumed social, historical, or cultural truths or facts remains the foundation

on which documentary films are built.

7.26 Leavfng Jerusalem by Railway (1896). Early film allowed audiences to experience the

1 . e .
pleasure and education of visiting new lands and vistas.

Perhaps more than narrative cinema, documentary films expand and complicate how we
understand the world. The relationship between documentary films and the cultural and
historical expectations of viewers thus plays a large part in how these movies are understood.
Luis Bufiuel’s Land Without Bread (1933) might seem to be a kind of travelogue about a
remote region of Spain — Las Hurdes — but its bitingly ironic soundtrack commentary,
which flatly understates the brutal misery, poverty, and degradation in the region, makes the

film a searing political commentary on the failure of the state and church to care adequately

o .
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for the peoplc.who live there. So unmistakable was the message of this film, in fact, that the
Spanish government repressed it. Without its cultural context, this film might seem odd or
confusing to slorne viewers today, reminding us that in order to locate the significance of a
film, we often must understand the historical, social, and cultural context in which it was

made.

VIEWING CUE

What makes a documentary film you have recently seen meaningful? How specifically does

it achieve its aims and make its values apparent?

Throughout the history of documentaries, viewers have found these films most significant
in their ability to reveal new or ignored realities not typically seen in narrative films, and to

confront assumptions and alter opinions.

Revealing New or Ignored Realities

Because nﬁrrative movies dominate the cinematic scene, documentary films commonly have
a differential value: successful documentary films offer different kinds of truth from narrative
movies, Often this means revealing new or ignored realities by showing people, events, or
levels of 1‘eali;ty we have not seen before, because they have been excluded either from our
social experiernce or from our experiences of narrative films. To achieve these kinds of fresh
insight, documentaries often question the basic terms of narratives — such as the centrality of
characters, the importance of a cause-and-effect chronology, or the necessity of a narrative
point of view — or they draw on perspectives or techniques that would seem out of place in a
narrative movie.

By showing us an object or a place from angles and points of view beyond the realistic

range of human vision, such films place us closer to a newly discovered reality: we see the

o 0
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bottom of a deep ocean through the power of an underwater camera or the flight of migrating
birds from their perspectives in the skies. Perhaps the object will be presented for an
inordinately long amount of time, showing minute changes rarely seen in our usual
experiences: one movie condenses the gestation of a child in the womb, while another shows
the dread and boredom experienced over one long night by a homeless person in Miami.
David and Albert Maysles’s Grey Gardens (1975) portrays the quirky extremes of a mother
and daughter, relatives of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, living in a dilapidated mansion in
East Hampton, Long Island. Slowly, by following their daily routines and dwelling on the
incidentals in their lives, the film develops our capacity truly to see two individuals whose

unique personalities and habits become less and less strange [Figure 7.27].

7.27 Grey Gardens (1975). The relationship between two quirky and unusual women

becomes a touching and entertaining documentary about individualism and humanity.

Confronting Assumptions, Altering Opinions

Documentary :ﬁlms may present a familiar or well-known subject and attempt to make us
comprehend it in a new way. Some documentaries are openly polemical when presenting a
subject: as an oblvious example, documentaries about a political figure or a controversial
event may confront viewers’ assumptions or attempt to alter received opinions about the
person or event. Other films may ask us to rethink a moment in history or our feelings about
what once seemed like a simple exercise, as in Wordplay (2006), a documentary about
crossword puzzles and how they inspire intellectual activity [Figure 7.28].

With any and all of the formal and organizational tools available to a documentary, these
films attempt to persuade viewers of certain facts, attack other points of view, argue with

other films, or motivate viewers to act on social problems or concerns.

.. hat the health

example, Michael Moore’s Sicko (2007) very visibly and tendentiously argu
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oalf‘_c”syStcﬁl in the United States is antiquated and destructive, and that it needs to be changed.
Released the same year, the documentary Manufaciuring Dissent: Uncovering Michael
Moore (2007) takes Moore and his many films to task for fudging or misrepresenting facts.
Such polemic is central to this tradition of documentary cinema, which is always about which

reality we wish to accept.(Hi7]

7.28 Wordplay (2006). This documentary presents viewers with new perspectives, such as
that of Merl Reagle, longtime crossword constructor, on the seemingly ordinary subject of

crossword puzzles.

Serving as a Social, Cultural, and Personal Lens

From the two primary agendas discussed above come two traditions of documentary cinema:
the social documentary and the ethnographic film. These two traditions encompass some of

the main frameworks for understanding many documentary films throughout the twentieth

century,

The Social Documentary

Social documentaries examine and present both familiar and unfamiliar peoples and cultures
as social activities. Using a variety of organizational practices, this tradition emphasizes one
or both of the following goals: authenticity in representing how people live and interact, and
discovery in representing unknown environments and cultures. Considered by some scholars
and filmmakers as the father of documentary, John Grierson made his first film, Driflers
(1929), about North Sea herring fishermen; another early British filmmaker, Humphrey
Jennings, qontinued this tradition with Listen to Britain (1942), a twenty-minute panorama of
British societ}-’ at war — from soldiers in the fields to women in factories. Indeed, the social

documentary tradition is long and varied, stretching from Pare Lorentz’s The River (1937),
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made for the U.S. Department of Agriculture about the importance of the Mississippi River,
to Waste Land (2010), about artist Vik Muniz’s encounter with a community who live in and
off the world’s largest landfill on the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro. Two important spin-offs
from the social documentary tradition are the political documentary and the historical

documentary.

The Political Documentary. Partially as a result of the social crisis of the Great Depression
in the United States and the more general economic crises that occurred in most other
countries after World War I, political documentaries aimed to investigate and to celebrate the
political activities of men and women as they appear within the struggles of small and large
social spheres. Contrasting themselves with the lavish Hollywood films of the times, these
documentary films sought a balance of aesthetic objectivity and political purpose. Preceded

~ by the films o.'f Dziga Vertov and the Soviet cinema of the 1920s (such as Man with a Movie
Camera), political documentaries tend to take analytical or persuasive positions, hoping to
provoke or move viewers with the will to reform social systems. Narrated by Ernest
Hemingway, Joris Ivens’s The Spanish Earth (1937) presents, for example, the heroic
resistance of the “Loyalists” as they fight valiantly against the brutal forces of a fascist
government [Figure 7.32]. While political documentaries such as these can sometimes be
labeled propaganda films because of their visible efforts to support a particular social or
political issue or group, they frequently use more complex arguments and more subtle tactics

than bluntly manipulative documentaries.
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FILM IN FOCUS

Stories We Tell co

See also: Daughter Rite (1980); Capturing the Friedmans (2003); Bright Leaves (2003)

FILM IN FOCUS

bedfordstmartins.com/filmexperience

To watch a clip from Stories We Tell, see the Film Experience LaunchPad.

Sarah Polley’s Stories We Tell (2012) is an emotionally and intellectually complex example
of the creative organizational and rhetorical possibilities that have made contemporary
documentaries so exciting and often surprising. Years earlier Polley had established an active
acting career and had also directed two powerful feature films, Away from Her (2006) and
Take This Waltz (2011), both subtle and sensitive depictions of the difficult dynamics of adult
relationships. Aligned with the traditions of the personal documentary and the essay film,
Stories We Tell documents and explores her own family history, as Polley questions other
family mer;lbers, views old home movies, and investigates newspapers and other documents
to determine i.f she is in fact her father’s biological child.

In one scﬁ'se, the film defily employs all three major documentary expositional strategies.
The early parg of the film introduces various brothers and sisters — Mark, John, Joanna, Susy

— as well as other relations and friends of her mother, as “talking head” figures who
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comment on the life of Diane Polley, their experiences with this dynamic woman, and her
early death from cancer. Woven within this accumulation of commentaries and
remembrances is a series of old photographs and home-movie sequences of Diane frolicking
around the house, playing at the beach, and at one point singing “Ain’t Misbehavin’ on an
audition tape. Gradually this oblique portrait begins to reveal various contrasts and
differences in Diane’s personality that suggest an increasingly complex history of a woman,
who for all of her extroversion and exuberance carried secrets. Indeed, the central secret that
the film uncovers is the nature and source of a pregnancy that produced Sarah herself,

The accumulation of those different perspectives slowly opens up this secret as a specific
question about Sarah’s true biological father, Sarah, who is a visibly and audibly prominent
presence throughout the film, pursues the mysteries of her parents’ relationship and her own
birth as a developmental process that moves closer and closer to answers, while refocusing
the accumulat_ion of perspectives and commentaries that gradually concentrates on
contrasting l'h;ree possible fathers: Michael, the father whom she knows and loves despite
some professed difficulties with the marriage; Geoffrey Bowes, an actor in the Montreal
production where Diane worked decades earlier; and Harry Gulkin, a well-known film
producer also present in Montreal at the time. These contrasting father figures become a
version of the larger and more philosophical contrasts that organize this documentary among
the different “stories we tell” about our experiences and lives.

The til'l.e of the film indicates a focus on various individual tales about the mother, and the
expositional organization accumulates, contrasts, and develops through these little narratives.
The “stories” of the title have been shaded and shaped by the limits and prejudices of |
memory; ﬁ:ltimatcly they demonstrate how no over-arching narrative can fully explain the
mother’s character, personality, and history. One of the possible fathers, Harry Gulkin,

claims, toward the conclusion of the film, that only two people have the “right” to tell the
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story of Diane’s affair since only she and he were there [Figure 7.29]. Otherwise, he says,
“you can’t ever touch bottom.” Indeed, for Polley, that elusive “bottom” of any experience or
personality can never actual ly be touched or documented, which is perhaps the fundamental

truth of this film.

7.29 Stories We Tell (2012). Polley’s biological father, Harry Gulkin, contends it is his

history to tell, not Sarah’s, since he was Diane’s lover and so has a prior claim to truth.

Early on, Sarah Polley describes the interviews that organize the film as part of an
“interrogation process,” the primary rhetorical position of the film. Yet, just as it complicates
the truth of its talking-head interviews and anecdotes, Stories We Tell twists that rhetorical
position in contemporary ways. It reflexively engages and undermines the narrative
interrogations that support most memories and, at the same time, calls attention to its own
work as a personal film that uses theatrical reenactments to create its different perspectives on
an clusive history.'

At different points in the film, Michael reads narration which, we later learn, he was
inspired to. write because of the film’s climactic revelation and because of his subsequently
renewed bond with Sarah [Figure 7.30]. As he moves in and out of his own narrative, he
appears sometimes as part of a third-person perspective on his history, while at other times he
expresses himself through a first-person testimony about his experiences with Diane.
Throughout this theatricalized narration, Sarah regularly interrupts Michael to have him
reread lines (“take that line back™) and so calls attention to the constructive fabric of narration
itself, set within her fragmented documentary interrogation. As a related strategy, past events
in the ﬁhn..are often retrieved through what seems to be authentic found footage and home
movies, but dt the conclusion of the film, many of these events and film clips are revealed as

reenactments with scenes reconstructed and actors playing the roles of the main characters.

5
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Like the deconstruction of Michael’s narrative, these reenactments make what at first seem
like the traditional facts and actualities of documentary form into a representational
dramatization which may or may not be a fully accurate portrayal of those facts [Figure

7.31].

7.30 Stories We Tell (2012). In Sarah Polley’s inventive documentary, her father Michael

tells his version of the past as a performative reading.

7.31 Stories We Tell (2012). Old home movies — some real, some fabricated — offer

glimpses of the mother, Diane, who may also be part fiction within this documentary.

Whereas the many stories and personal testimonies about Diane seem to make her the
heart of the ﬁim, the reflexive frame and the use of reenactments gradually and somewhat
surprisingly réposition the film’s perspective and meaning, so that what actually happened in
Diane’s history may not be the most important truth for this documentary. When, near the
conclusion, Sarah reveals to Michael that he is in fact not her biological father, she hugs him
in a way that, according to him, “made the revelation worth it,” so that for both him and
Sarah, the search through Diane’s past and the truth it revealed “doesn’t make any
difference.” More than a poignant documentary about a mother whom no one will ever
completel)} know, Stories We Tell is also a documentary about the love and loyalty of a

daughter for the father in her life.
<END BOX>

Since World War II, political documentaries have grown more varied and occasionally
more militant. In 1968, Argentine filmmakers Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino

produced The Hour of the Furnaces, a three-hour-long examination of the colonial
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exploitation of Argentina’s culture and resources that inspired heated political discussions
and even demonstrations in the street. In recent decades, feminist documentaries, gay and
lesbian documentaries, and documentaries about race explored political issues and identities
that have traditionally not been addressed. The variety of these films indicates the power and
purpose of this tradition. American Revolutionary: The Evolution of Grace Lee Boggs (2013)
examines the life and work of a Detroit activist who continues, at age ninety-seven, to work
for social change at a grassroots level. Robert Epstein and Richard Schmiechen’s The Times
of Harvey .Mz'lk (1984) describes the assassinations of the San Francisco mayor and of Milk,
an activist who was the first gay supervisor elected in the city, and Jennie Livingston’s Paris
Is Burning (1991) documents the Harlem drag ball scene [Figure 7.33]. Spike Lee’s HBO
documentary When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts (2006), about the government
mishandling of the Hurricane Katrina disaster, is a worthy heir to a long tradition of
documentaries that make the politics of race the centerpiece of the politics of the nation

[Figure 7.34].

7.32 The Spanish Earth (1937). A celebration of the heroic resistance of fighters in Spain

against an emerging fascist political machine. Courtesy Everett Collection

7.33 Paris Is Burning (1990). A sympathetic and witty portrayal of the subculture of drag

balls in New York City.

7.34 When the Levees Broke: A Requiem in Four Acts (2006). Spike Lee’s HBO

documentary uses the medium as a powerful tool for political statements.

The Historical Documentary. Another form related to social documentary is the historical
documentary,-a type of film that concentrates largely on recovering and representing events

or figures in history. Depending on the topic, these films are often compilations of materials,

)
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relying on old film footage or other materials such as letters, testimonials by historians, or
photographs. Whatever the materials and tactics, however, historical documentaries have
moved in two broad directions.

Conventional documentary histories assume the facts and realities of a past history can be
more or less recovered and accurately represented. Atomic Cafe (1982), though a rather
satirical documentary, uses media and government footage to describe the paranoia and
hysteria of the nuclear arms race during the Cold War [Figure 7.35]. The films of Ken Burns,
including the PBS series The Civil War (1990), Basebq!f (1996), and The War (2007), use a
range of materials, techniques, and voices to re-create the layered dynamics of major

historical and cultural events.

7.35 Atomic Cafe (1982). By employing archival footage and conventional documentary

devices, this film satirizes the paranoia of 1950s culture.

7.36 Who Killed Vincent Chin? (1987). This film documents a local hate crime that
resonates in larger historical terms; at the same time, it reflects on the difficulty of

communicating the full historical truth. Courtesy of Filmmakers Library

Reflexive documentary histories, in contrast, adopt a dual point of view: alongside the
work to describe an event (for instance, one associated with a historical trauma such as the
Holocaust or the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima) is the awareness that film or other
discourses and materials will never be able to fully retrieve the reality of that lost history.
Despite their vastly different topics (the Nazi death camps and the racist murder of a Chinese
American automotive engineer), Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985) and Christine Choy and
Renee Tajima’s Who Killed Vincent Chin? (1987) engage specific historical and cultural
atrocities and simultaneously reflect on the extreme difficulty, if not impossibility, of fully

and accurately documenting the truth of those events and experiences [Figure 7.36].

. 8
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Ethnographlic Cinema

Ethnographic documentaries, with roots in early cinema, are a second major fradition in
documentary film. While social documentaries tend to emphasize the political and historical
significance of certain events and figures, ethnographic films are typically about cultural
re\;clations_, aimed at presenting specific peoples, rituals, or communities that may have been
marginalized by or invisible to the mainstream culture. Here we will highlight two practices

within the ethnographic tradition: anthropological films and cinéma vérité,

ldentify-a-documentary-film-you’ve-seen-that-can-bo-considered-a-social-documentary—What-

type-ofsocial-documentary-is-it2-Explain:

Anthropological Films. Anthropological films explore different global cultures and peoples,
both living and extinct. In the first part of the twentieth century, these films often sought out
exotic and endangered communities to reveal them to viewers who had little or no experience
of them. Such documentaries generally aim to reveal cultures and peoples authentically,
without imposing the filmmaker’s interpretations, but in fact they are often implicitly shaped
by the perspectives of their makers. In the 1940s and 1950s, such works as Jean Rouch’s The
Magicians of Wanzerbe (1949) transformed film into an extension of anthropology, searching
out the social rituals and cultural habits that distinguish the people of particular, often
primitive, societies. Robert Gardner’s Dead Birds (1965) examines the war rituals of the Dani
tribe in New Guinea, maintaining a scientific distance that draws out what is most unique and

different about the people [Figure 7.37].

o | o
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7.37 Dead Birds (1965). This remarkable ethnographic film provides audiences with a
glimpse of life in the Dani tribe in New Guinea, focusing on Weyak, a farmer and warrior,

and Pua, a young swineherd. Courtesy of DER

The scope and subject matter of ethnographic documentaries have expanded considerably
over the years, sometimes finding lost cultures in the West’s own backyard. This
contemporary revision of anthropological cinema investigates the rituals, values, and social
patterns of families or subcultures, such as the skateboard clan of Dogtown and Z-Boys
(2001), rather than directing its attention to cultures or communities that are “foreign” to its
producers. Using found footage or archival prints of home movies made before 1950, Karen
Shopsowitz’s My Father’s Camera (2001) argues that reality is sometimes best revealed by
amateur filmmakers capturing everyday life though home movies and snapshots. One of the
most ambitious films in movie history, Chris Marker’s Sans soleil/Sunless (1983) shuffles
and experiments with many of the structures and tropes of ethnographic documentaries as it
follows a cameraman’s letters as he who travels the world between Japan and Africa or, as

the film puts it, between “the two extreme poles of survival.”

<BOX> History Close-Up: Indigenous Medialtis)

Like the Kavapo and Waipai Indians (see p. xxx), the indigenous people of Canada also

left behind their legacy as objects of ethnographic film and campaigned for self-

representation, Organized activism resulted in the licensing of the Inuit Broadcasting

Network in 1982, featuring programming by, for, and about native Canadians, Years later, a

new phase of indigenous media making was marked by the historic release of Aianarjuat

(The Fast Runner,; 2001), Shot in digital video, this extraordinary film, directed by Inuit

filmmaker Zacharias Kunuk, appropriately enough deploys the genre of epic to explore a
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people’s past [Figure 8. 1. But it portrays a cultural legend, not a factual past. Although at

first it resembles an ethnographic film, dranarjuat is set a millennium ago, By setting its

depiction of the traditional way of life in the mythic past, the film represents an Inuit claim to

selfrepresentation on several levels, The film’s use of amateur actors lends an “authenticity”

to the scripted scenes, and its script represents the longest text ever written in the Inuit

language. Its images also implicitly acknowledge and respond to the beauty as well as the

problems of a film like Nanook of the North. Two subsequent films made in 2006 and 2009

complete the Fast Runner trilogy.

8. Atanarjuat (2001). Shot on digital video in the Canadian Arctic, this epic is the first

feature made in the Inuktitut language by Inuit filmmakers.

<END BOX>

lens—However-the-camera-can-never-grant-complete-aceess-to-a-eultural-context—tn-a-culture-

thatdoes-not-use-cameras—the-equipment-can-hardy-be-invisible-or-newtral-But-because-it-

made.-Robert-Elaherty-s-Nanoof-of-the-North-(1922)-is-arecord-of-the-lives-and-eustoms-of-

. 1
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unrelated-feature-fibm-King Kong)

of-indigenous-people-by-eutside-observers;-and-not-until-recently-have-indigenous-groups-

beeﬂ--ab%e--{e-&Bﬁfe13Fia-te-vidée—aﬂd-ﬁlmwteehﬁeiew-tﬁ--tel}—t}}eif--@w&stefie-srl}eale%ﬁg%

technolopy-like-the-movies-in-sueh-a-eultural-encounter-means-cladming-the-power-to-

represent-others-and-thei-history—Fhe-camera-conveys-a-profound-teeling-of-presence-that-

also-puts-the-viewer-in-the-place-of-the-observer-or-expert.’

8—The-Spirit-of-TI-990)-AmazonIndians.-such-as-the-Waipai—have-used-video-to-record-

their-culture-and-assert-theirrights.

The-indigenous-people-of Canada-also-lefi-behind-their-losacy-as-objects-of-ethnopraphie-

ﬁim.---aﬁd—eanma{‘gneé---fer—selff—m;a?eses%ati0&-@fﬁ&ﬂ%ﬁ@d—&%ﬁﬁiﬁﬂﬁéﬁ&k@d—iﬂ%&%ﬁ%ﬂﬂeﬁ
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Inuit-claim-to-self~representation-en-several-levels-The-film’s-use-ofamateur-actors-lends-an-

“authenticity’to-the-scripted-scenes,and-its-scriptrepresents-the-longest-text-ever-weitlen-in-

the-lauitlansuase-ls-imases-also-implicitly-acknowledee-and-respond-to-the-beautyv-as-well-

as-the-problems-ofa-film-like-Nanook-of the-North~Iwo-subsegquent-filns-made-in-2006-and-

2009-complete-the-Fgst-Rimner-trilosy:

S-Atanarinai-200-D-Shot-on-digital-video-in-the-Canadian-Aretie- this-epie-is-thefirst-

Cinéma Vérité and Direct Cinema. One of the most important and influential documentary
schools related to ethnographic cinema is cinéma vérité, French for “cinema truth.” Related
to Dziga Vertov’s Kino-Pravda (“cinema truth”) of the 1920s, cinéma vérité insists on
filming real objects, people, and events in a confrontational way, so that the reality of the
subject continually acknowledges the reality of the camera recording it. This film movement
arose in the late 1950s and 1960s in Canada and France before quickly spreading to film
cultures in the United States and other parts of the world.

Aided .by the development of lightweight cameras and portable sound equipment,
filmmakers like Jean Rouch created in their images a jerky immediacy to suggest the
filmmakers’ participation and absorption in the events they were recording. Rouch’s Moi un
noin/l, a Negro (1958), filmed in Treichville, a neighborhood in Ivory Coast’s capital city,
portrays the everyday life of a group of young Africans accompanied by the voiceover
narration of one who refers to himself as Edward G. Robinson (after the “tough guy” actor in

American films of the 1930s). In this version of cinéma vérité, rules of continuity and
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character development are willfully ignored. Here reality is not just what objectively appears;
reality is also the fictions and fantasies that these individuals create for and about themselves
and the acknowledged involvement of the filmmaker as interlocutor. Moreover, unlike its
American counterpart, French cinéma vérité draws particular attention to the subjective
perspective of the camera’s rhetorical position: in Rouch’s film, the voiceover frequently
makes ironic remarks about what is being shown.

The North American version of cinéma vérité, referred to as direct cinema, is more
observational and less confrontational than the French practice. Its landmark film, Primary,
follows Democratic candidates John F, Kennedy and Hubert H. Humphrey through the
Wisconsin state presidential primary. D. A. Pennebaker and the Maysles brothers, who were
all involved in the making of Primary, continued to work in this tradition, gravitating toward
social topics in which the identity of the subjects is inseparable from their role as performers.
Pennebaker made numerous cinéma vérité-like films such as Dont Look Back (1967) [Figure
7.38], a portrait of the young Bob Dylan, and The War Room (1993), about the 1992 political
campaign of Bill Clinton. In addition to Grey Gardens, Albert and David Maysles made
many films in direct cinema style, including Salesman (1968), about itinerant Bible salesmen,
and Gimme Shelter (1970), a powerful and troubling record of the 1969 Rolling Stones tour
across the United States. Albert Maysles continues to be active, serving as an adviser to new

generations of documentarians.

7.38 Doni Look Back (1967). Direct cinema contemplates the inside of the celebrity world

of Bob Dylan.

Indigenous Cinema. Indigenous cinema involves direct -representation of native cultures,

and their ability to assert power through the control of the image. Film can record rituals in a
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way that written ethnographies cannot. Cameras can never grant complete access to a cultural

context, especially in a culture that does not use a camera, where equipment can hardly

remain invisible or neutral, even when filming interviews that capture the subject's own

words and gestures, But this ability to capture conversations, gestures, sounds, setiings, time,

and space, film can give a strong impression of documenting a culture despite such

mediations. Widely considered the first feature-leneth documentary film and certainly one of

the most influential movies ever made, Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922) is a

record of the lives and customs of the Inuit people of the Canadian Arctic; shortly after Ernest

of indigenous people by outside observers, and not until recently have indigenous groups

been able to appropriate video and film technology to tell their own stories. Deploving a

technology like the movies in such a cultural encounter means claiming the power to

represent others and their history. The camera conveys a profound feeling of presence that

also puts the viewer in the place of the observer or “expert.”

The recent introduction of video technology to indigenous people, such as the Kavapo

and Waipai Indians in the Amazon Basin of Brazil, has resulted in considerable output that

has several empowering uses [Figure 8. 1. These include the preservation of traditional

culture for future generations: video activism for land rights and the environment; and a new

form of visual expression in a culture that has always relied on pictorial communication.

While the Kayvapo are entering a new historical moment by emploving this technology, the

video work’s primary purpose is to preserve the past.

8. The Spirit of TV (1990). Amazon Indians, such as the Waipai, have used video to record

their culture and assert their rights.

. 5
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Personal Documentaries, Reenactments, and Mockumentaries

Three specific strategies or tendencies have come to the foreground in recent years to define
contemporary traditions in documentaries. As the line between social documentaries and
ethnographic films has wavered, and, as mentioned, filmmaking equipment becomes more
widely available, personal or subjective documentaries that look more like autobiographies
or diaries have become more common, This subgenre has roots in earlier films: In Lost, Lost,
Lost (1976), Jonas Mekas portrays his fears and hopes in a diary film about his growing up as
an immigrant in New York; counterpointing home movies, journal entries, and a fragmented
style that resembles a diary, the rhythmic interjections of the commentator-poet express
feelings ranging from angst to delight. In 4 Healthy Baby Girl (1996), filmmaker Judith
Helfland explores the causes of her cancer diagnosis in her mother’s use during pregnancy of
the drug DES (diethylstilbestrol), which was prescribed to prevent miscarriage. While the
film exposes and indicts this breach of medical ethics and its impact on women’s health, its

primary focus is on the personal journey of the filmmaker and her family [Figure 7.39].

739 A Hea[fhy Baby Girl (1996). Some documentaries, such as this one about the
filmmaker and her mother, entwine a personal story with larger issues, here a breach of

medical ethics. Courtesy Women Make Movies

Questions about the truth and honesty of documentaries have shadowed this practice since
Flaherty’s reconstruction of “typical” events for the camera in Nanook of the North and his
other films in the 1920s. Recently more and more documentaries have seized on the question

of the veracity of the camera in order to complicate or to spoof documentary practices.

' . 46
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Increasingly visible and debated today, documentary reenactments use documentary
techniques in order to present a reenactment or theatrical staging of presumably true or real
events. An eaﬂy example of this blurring of boundaries, The Battle of Algiers (1966) depicts
the Algerian revolt against the French occupation (1954—1962) as a re-creation, a film about a
real historical event that uses documentary techniques while developing the story with a
script and actors (some playing themselves). Indeed, an opening caption boasts that no
documentary footage is used in the film.

Errol Morris’s The Thin Blue Line (1988) is a documentary about Randall Adams, a man
convicted of killing a Dallas police officer in 1976, but it also becomes a mystery drama
about discovering the real murderer. While it uses the many expository techniques of
documentary film such as close-ups of evidence and talking-head interviews, The Thin Blue
Line altcmatc_s these with staged reenactments of the murder evening, invented dialogue, an
eerie Philip Glass soundtrack, courtroom drawings, and even clips from old movies [Figure
7.40]. The debates and questions surrounding the practice of reenactment are explored in
Manufacturing Dissent, Rick Caine and Debbie Melnyk’s documentary on Michael Moore’s

use of reenactments in his films.

7.40 The Thin Blue Line (1988). Reenacting a crime as a part of a documentary

investigation, Errol Morris’s film set the stage for more experimental documentary formats.

At the other end of the spectrum, mockumentaries take a much more humorous approach
to the question of truth and fact by using a documentary style and structure to present and
stage fictional (sometimes ludicrous) realities. The mockumentary is an extreme example of
how documentaries can generate different experiences and responses depending on viewing
context and one’s knowledge of the traditions and aims of such films. For example, with the

initial release of This Is Spinal Tap (1984), some viewers saw and understood it as a
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straightforward rock-music documentary (or “rockumentary”), while most recognized it as a
spoof on that documentary tradition. The two responses dramatize how people’s different
ideas of, knowledge about, and associations with documentaries can elicit very different
interpretations of the “reality” of the film [Figure 7.41]. The popular and controversial Borat
(2006) integrates a similar mockumentary style by following a fictional Kazakh television
talking head as he travels “the greatest country in the world” in search of celebrities,
cowboys, and the “cultural learning” found on the streets of America. Actor Sacha Baron
Cohen mixes his impersonation of the character Borat with interviews of people who accept
his persona as genuine. As such, the film raises questions about the boundary between a
parody of viewers’ assumptions about the truth and a dangerous distortion of the integrity of

documentary values [Figure 7.42].

7.41 This Is Spinal Tap (1984). Mockumentaries like this cult film remind us that the
authenticity of cinematic documentaries relies on the experiences and expectations of their

audiences.

Closely related to the mockumentary but with more serious aims is the fake documentary,
a tradition that extends from Bufiuel’s Land Without Bread through Orson Welles’s I for
Fake, a movie that looks at real charlatans and forgers while itself questioning the
possibilities of documentary truth. A more recent film, Cheryl Dunye’s The Watermelon
Woman (1996), is a fictional account of an African American lesbian documentary filmmaker
researching a black actress from the 1930s. The archive of photos and film footage she
assembles for the fake documentary within the film represents a lovingly fabricated work by

the film’s creative team — an imagining of a history that has not survived [Figure 7.43].

7.42 Borat (2006). Some of the most important assumptions about documentary integrity are

violated in this film, perhaps as a way to satirize the pretensions of those assumptions.
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As we hav:e seen, documentary films create movie experiences markedly different from
those of narrative cinema. While some of these experiences are non-narrative portraits that
envision individuals in ways quite unlike the narrative histories of the same people, others are
about the truth of events. Narrative movies encourage us to enjoy, imagine, and think about
our temporal and historical relationships with the world and to consider when those plots and
narratives seem adequate according to our experiences. Documentary movies remind us,
however, that we have many other kinds of relationships with the world that involve us in

many other insightful ways — through debate, through exploration, and through analysis.

VIEWING CUE
Consider a documentary you recently viewed. What were its aims and assumptions? How

might seeing this documentary in a different historical or cultural context distort or change

those aims and assumptions?

7.43 The Watermelon Woman (1996). As a serious use of a mockumentary tradition, this

film suggests a history that has not survived — or perhaps not yet arrived.

<BOX>

FORM IN ACTION
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of subijects and topics. from

While contemporary documentaries engage a wide varie
politics and war to the natural environment and science, epe-of-the-most-poputar-has-been-

musical-events-and-musieianssome of the most popular have involved musicians and music

events. Since the coming of sound in 1927 through landmark documentaries like Don 't Look

Now (1967, about Bob Dylan’s first tour of England, and Searching for Sugar Man (2012,

about the lost rock icon Rodriguez of the 1970s, music docs have proliferated through their

own tactics and conventions.

The recent What Haoppened, Miss Simone? is a dexterous and incisive example, telling the

complex story of the extraordinary musician and performer Nina Simone through a series of

lavers and connections common to the best of these types of documenataries, With different

musical performances as the connecting frabric throughout the film, it presents a

retrospective development of Simone’s life and career from childhood to adulthood, along the

way including voice-over commentaries from friends, family members, music professionals,

create a moving collage through her career of small ¢club engagements, large theatrical events,

. 0
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and a variety of television appearances, in each case capturing her singular exhuberance and

enersy, [Figure 8.X]

A distinctive mevetechnique of this music documentary is, however, how the film

weaves the abuse she suffered into the passion and poignancy of her singing, so that the

music becomes. in her words, a measure of and outlet for her rage and anger about the

mistreatmentsabuse in her personal life. [Figure] Even-mere-distinguishing-perhapsPerhaps

even more disturbing is how her remarkable musical abilities turn into political activism. At

one point, she ask pointedly: “How can vou be an artist and not reflect the times?" 2~aThis -

phrase-thatquestion leads into one of the most extraordinary sequences in the film: the

performance of “Mississippi Goddam” [Figure 8,.X1, her song about racist violence, inter-cut

with archival footage of racial viglence against African Americans during the Civil Rights_

protests [Figure 8.X[Hi10]]

Contempeoran-documentarios-often-nppear-especially-conseions-of the-stles-and-forms-that
O3 ¢. {36”65‘, F'iiﬁﬁ E‘S’“

perspectives-or-exploring-reenactments—Not-surprisinghy-moekumentaries;-whielr-seH-~

conseiously-parody-the-commen-styles-and-strategios-of traditional-dosumentaries;-have-

become-inereasingly-popular:
Jevit-Throush-the-Crifi-Shop-(20H)-1s-a-faseinating-example-of the contempeorary-

documentary-largely-because-it-is-unelear-what-is-being-documented,what-is-authentie;-and-

to-make-a-decumentary-about-street-grtists;meost-notably-the-mysterious-and-farmous-Banksy:-
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steldony-bizarre-rise-as-a-celobrity-street-artist:
Early-on-Guetta-is-seen-as-a-cinéma-vérité-artist- who-captures-the-hidden-world-of-street-
artists-Pligure-T44al-However,when-Guetta-moets-andjoins-forees-with-Banksy;-the-line-
between-art-and-sel-parody-bluss—-After-documenting Banksy s-suecess-at-his-farcicatly-
famous-arbexhibitin Los Angeles [Figure 7.44b]; Guetta-wonders: 1€ Banksy-can-
trinmphantly-meek-the-values-and-truth-of public-life,-then-why-ean’t-HEigure-7:44e}2-With-
encouragement-from-Banksy;-Guetta-mounts-his-own-extravagant-opening-of-his-newly-

discovered-talents-{Figure 7 44d]In-the-end,- the-mysterious-and-hooded-Banksy-can-only-

wonder-at-fand-regret)-the-monster-he-has-ereated-{Figure 1 d4e I street-art represents-4-

interventions-begh-to-loo
documentary-about-it-——by-Banksy—alse-mock itself?

T4da
FA44%h
F44e
T4dd

T44e

FORM IN ACTION

: bedfordstmartins.com/filmexperience

To watch a video about Exit-Through-the-Gifi-Shop What Happened, Miss Simone?, see the

Film Experience LaunchPad.
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CONCEPTS AT WORK

As different as they are, Grizzly Man, Man of Aran, Stories We Tell, and the other
documentarieé discussed in this chapter provoke similar analytical and conceptual questions.
All these films have developed their own strategies and formal features: from expositional
organizations that contrast, accumulate, or develop facts and figures to rhetorical positions
that work to explore, analyze, persuade, or even “perform” the world. Grizzly Man might be
said to accumulate images of Treadwell through a perspective that at once performs and
analyzes, while Man of Aran develops its explorative survey of life on the Aran Islands
through images that span a day. What we often value about films like Stories We Tell is their
ability to reveal that world to us in new ways and to provoke us to see it with fresh eyes,
outcomes that have generated numerous and complex traditions from the many types of
social documentaries to the many kinds of ethnographic films and personal documentaries,
For the documentary film you are considering in class, reflect carefully and precisely on the

following questions:

m Can the film be characterized as primarily nonfiction like the autobiographical Stories We
Tell, or primarily non-narrative like Grizzly Man?

m How would you describe the organizational strategies of the film?

m [s there a clear rhetorical strategy for the film as in Man of Aran?

m How do you make sense of the values and traditions that inform the film? Does it aim
primarily to alter opinions, to investigate a different cultural world, or, perhaps like

Grizzly Man, to do both?

Activities

m-Choose-what-you-considerto-be-a-very-speecific-and-very-pressing-eontemporary-sociak

issue-as-the-topie-for-a-documentary-you-will-make:
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w-Deseribe-the-presiding-point-ofview-that-the-film-with-use-(its-rhetorieal-position):

w—Thensketeh-some-of-the-central-scenes-or-images-you-itend-to-use-and-explain-their
organization:

w-}i'*'-inai-l—y}expl-a-in~-ﬂn@—maeﬁ%ien—%‘-hﬂ-t---se@-m-s—-m(-}st--t{a--a-.l-igﬂ—-w-it-h—-the--themes;----s-trategies;—aad--

aims-of-the-film-:
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Glossary of Film Terms

aerial shot A shot from high above, usually from a crane or helicopter.

angle The position of the camera or point of view in relation to the subject being shown. Seen from above, the sub-
ject would be shot from a “high angle”; from below, it would be depicted from a “low angle.”

animation A method used to make inanimate figures or objects come to life on the screen. This can be done by
drawing on individual frames or by photographing an object one frame at a time while slightly changing the po-
sition of the object.

aspect ratio The ratio of the width to the height of the film image. The traditional -“academic ratio” is 1.33:1. Since
the 1950s, wide-screen ratios have become the norm, ranging from 1.66:1 to 2.55:1.

asynchronous sound Sound that does not have its source in the film image.

backlighting Light that comes from behind the person or object being filmed, often creating a silhouette around
that subject.

chiaroscuro lighting The composition of light and dark in an image or picture.

cinematography The technical term for the various stages of motion picture photography, from the manipulation of
the film in the camera to the printing of that film.

close-up An image in which the distance between the subject and the point of view is short, as in a “close-up of a
person’s face.”

composition The arrangement and relationship of the visual elements within a frame.

computer graphics Images created electronically by a computer, often used for special effects or to manipulate
photographic images.

continuity editing An editing style that follows a linear and chronological movement forward, as if the image is
simply recording the action. Because it creates the illusion of reality, it is often called invisible editing.

contrapuntal sound Sound that counterpoints or contrasts the image.

crane shot Animage depicting the subject from overhead, usually with the camera mounted on a mechanical crane.
crosscutting An editing technique that alternates between two different actions or scenes.

cutting Changing from one image to another; a version of this linkage is sometimes referred to as montage.

deep focus A focus in which multiple planes in a shot are all simultancously in focus.

depth of field A range of planes within an image from foreground to background, all of which are in focus.

direct sound Sound recorded at the same time as the image is filmed.

dissolve An editing transition whereby one image fades out while another fades in.

documentary A nonfiction film about real events and people, often avoiding traditional narrative structures.
dubbing The recording of dialogue or other sound effects during the editing of a film.

DVD First developed around 1995, digital video discs have quickly become a primary vehicle for movie distribu-
tion and home viewing.
DVD technology The recording and playing of films as “digital video discs,” which can be viewed on DVD players

or, increasingly, on computer drives. Besides the potential for higher-quality sound and images, DVDs allow for
manipulation of the image, such as screen format, and can offer supplemental materials, such as interviews with

the stars.

eyeline match The editing or joining of different shots by following the logic and direction of a character’s glance
or look. .
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fade-in An editing transition whereby an image gradually appears on a blackened screen.
fade-out An editing transition whereby an image gradually disappears onto a blackened screen.

fast motion When action is filmed at less than twenty-four frames per second, the projection of that action at twen-
ty-four frames per second will appear to move at a more rapid than normal pace.

feature The main attraction when a group of films are shown. It can also refer to any film from 90 to 120 minutes
long shown exclusively at a theater.,

fill light Supplemental lighting that fills in or accentuates the key lighting on a filmed subject.

film gauge The width of film stock measured in millimeters, ranging from 8 mm (for home movies) to 70 mm (for
commercial blockbusters).

filmography A list of films with information that ranges from just the title to complete details about the film, such
as director, producer, running time, and so forth.

flashback An image, scene, or sequence that appears in a narrative to describe a past action or event.
flashforward An image, scene, or sequence that appears in a narrative to describe a future action or event,

focus The clarity and detail of an image, produced by the type of lens used and the distance between the camera and
the object being filmed.

formalism A critical perspective that attends mainly to the structure and style of a movie or group of movies,
frame The borders of the image within which the subject is composed.

freeze frame When the movement of the film image appears to stop so that it appears like a photographic still,
full shot A shot that shows the whole body of the individual being filmed.

genre A critical category for organizing films according to shared themes, styles, and narrative structures; examples
are horror films and gangster films.

handheld shot A shot filmed from the shoulder of a cameraperson, usually creating the subjective perspective of an
individual.
highlighting Sharp or intense lighting used to concentrate or highlight a detail of a person or object.

ideology An analytical approach that attempts to unmask the stated or unstated social and personal values that in-
form a movie or group of movies.

intertitles Mostly associated with silent film, images that present printed information or dialogue about the images
before or after the intertitle.

iris shot The expansion or contraction of a small circle within the darkened frame to open or close a shot or scene.

jump cut A cut within the continuous action of a shot, creating a spatial or temporal jump or discontinuity within
the action.

key lighting The central source of artificial light on a scene or subject. High-key scenes are entirely lit by this
source; low-key scenes have little artificial lighting.

long shot An image in which the distance between the camera and the subject is great.
match cut An edit that links two shots by a continuous sound or action.
medium close-up A shot that shows an individual from the torso to the head.

medium long shot A shot that reveals the entire body of a person or object along with a large part of the surround-
ing scene,

medium shot A shot that shows an individual from the waist up.
mirror shot A shot that reveals a person or scene through its reflection in a mirror.

mise-en-scéne The arrangement of the so-called theatrical elements before they are actually filmed; these include
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sets, lighting, costumes, and props.
model shot A shot that uses small constructions or miniatures to create the illusion of real objects.

montage A specific kind of editing in which objects and figures are linked in a variety of creative or unexpected
ways. Usually this kind of editing aims to generate certain effects or ideas.

narrative The way a story is constructed through a particular point of view and arrangement of events.

off-screen space Arcas that are not shown by the image but sometimes suggested by actions or words within the
image.

180-degree system A traditional rule for filming action so that the camera does not cross an imaginary 180-degree
line. It is meant to create a stable spatial orientation for all action filmed.

pan A shot that pivots from left to right or right to left without the camera changing its position.
parallel action Two or more actions that are linked by the film to appear simultaneous.
point of view The position from which an action or subject is seen, often determining its significance.

point of view shot A subjective shot that reproduces a character’s optical point of view, often preceded/followed by
shots of the character looking.

process shot A shot that employs special effects during or after the filming of the shot.

rack focus A quick change of focus within a shot so that one object appears suddenly out of focus and another ap-
pears suddenly in focus.

reaction shot A shot that cuts from an object, person, or action to show another person or persons’ reaction.
resolution The degree of sharpness in an image.

scene A space within which a narrative action takes place; it is composed of one or more shots.

score The musical sound track for a movie.

screenplay The literary description of film that may be a description of characters, -dialogue, and actions or may
contain exact shots and scenes.

sequence A series of scenes or shots unified by a shared action or motif.

set The place or location used for a specific scene or shot in a film.

shallow focus A shot in which only objects and persons in the foreground of the image can be seen clearly.
shot A continuously exposed and unedited image of any length.

shot/reverse shot An editing pattern that cuts between individuals according to the logic of their conversation.

slow motion When action is filmed at a speed faster than twenty-four frames a second, that action appears unusual-
ly slow when projected at normal speed.

soft focus By using filters (or even Vaseline) on the camera lens, objects and individuals will appear blurred or with
hazy definition,

sound effects Any number of uses of sound other than music or dialogue.

sound track Using either optical or magnetic recording technology, the dimension of the film that includes music,
noise, dialogue, and any other aural effects.

special effects A term used to describe a range of technological additions to the film to manipulate or alter what has
been filmed.

subjective camera A technique that recreates the perspective of a single individual.

subtitle Printed titles, usually at the bottom of the film frame, that add descriptions to the image or translate the
dialogue from one language to another.

swish pan A pan shot that moves rapidly from right to left or left to right, creating a blurring effect.
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synchronous sound Sound whose source is identified by the film image.

take The recording of an image on film, usually used in writing as a temporal measure, such as a “long take” or a
“short take.”

tilt shot A shot that moves vertically up or down without changing the position of the camera.

tracking shot The movement of the image through a scene, photographed by a camera mounted on tracks. A dolly
shot creates the same movement with a camera mounted on a mechanical cart, while a handheld camera is
mounted on a cameraperson’s shoulder.

videotape Magnetic tape used to record films for distribution and playing on VCR machines. The quality of both
the film sound and image usually deteriorate on videotape.

voice-over The voice of someone, not seen in the narrative image, who describes or comments on that image.

wide-screen An aspect ratio that exceeds the traditional 1.33:1 ratio of width to height. The most common wide-
screen ratios are 1.66:1 and 1.85:1.

wipe An editing technique whereby a line crossing (or “wiping”) one image replaces it with another image,

zoom shot The movement of the image according to focal adjustments of the lens, without the camera being
moved.
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