
The logtc of a wot k of art ts the result of r relatmg 
/em nts sel ct d from rea!tty mto a new rclattonslup 
o that a n v ,-, aiJt ts created whtch m turn 
ndows the lccted element<; w1th n n w value 

Maya Orren 

N any '.novicgoers 1cgard l lollywood films ,1s tile 'real' cine111.:1, much in 
the same w,1y ,1s tlll American tourist abroad might ask: ' llow much is 
this m real money?'" (Slam, p. 5). But alternative filmmaking practices 

such as documentary ,lfld ,w,mt-garde cinemas are very real, and a sound grasp 
of their history and tormal organization is crucial to understanding film art and 
cultur( This chapter explores the formal characteristics of documentary and 
avant·g.mle films and emphasizes Lhe way they dirfe1 from narrative, fe,uure­
length commercial fic tion fi lms. 

9.1 March of the Pengu1ns, one of the top grossing documentary films in h1story. 

Alternatives 
to Narrative 
Fiction Film: 

•• •• • 

Documentary 
and Avant­
garde Films 
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'~ t• Three Modes of Filmmaking: 
A Companson 

Documentary and avam-garde f1lm dep.ut from commercial fiction films in 
several ways. including thetr purpose. mode of production, exlubition venues, 
and their formal organizatron .11td visual style. Conunercial films (wht•ther 
screened in theaters, on vtdeo or DVDs. 01 purchased on cable or satelli te) c1lt' 

designed to appeal to a llh1SS au t.ltctt t:L' in otdt•t to make profits for the C0111Jli1 

nies that produce, distribu te, ,1nd exhihll th em. The pa rties involved-inclu ding 
writers, directors, nctors, producL•rs. stu dio l'xccutivcs, distributors. <1nd 
exhibitors-treat films JS products 1l1.1t entice the viewing public to spend 
money on films, concessions, and related toys and games. Not all comlntrctal 
films turn out ro be financtally sucLe~sful of course, but profitability is the 
primary goal of the large corporations that ptoduce, dtstribute, and exhtbll them. 

By contrast. documentary films present contemporary or historical events. not 
ficuonal stories. Documentary filmmakers may be motivated by many rt>asonc; 
unrelated to profitability: they mc1y bl' In terested In educating viewers about a 
pressing social issue, in mtroducing v1ewers to extraordinary people and thetr 
,,chievements, in capturing the humor cmd pathos of everyday life, or in usmg 
the tools of their craft 10 creatl' l ptolnuml Lxperience. Most documentary 111m 
makers do not treat profits as ,, pnm,uy obJeCtive; usually lhey art' pleased if 
they can just make a living .1s filmmakers! 

The goals of avant-garde filntnl.ll<t•rs, like those of documentary filtn mi\kcrs, 
VMY widely, but two principal concerns domin.1 te the cinemas gathered uncler 
this heading. The first is the desire to L'Xplore the artistic and technologicttl capa 
bilities of Lhe medium, usually hy re)ectmg the conventional use 10 which fi lm 
h.1s been put: telling stories. Likt.' m,,ny mudL'rn artists, avant-garde films high· 
light the medium's "materials" (fi lm, light, sound) and technolog} · these hhns 
often draw on connections to painting, sculpture. dance music, and photogra· 
phy. The second major concern of many avant-garde, experimental, and under· 
ground filmmakers is to question orthodoxies beyond the realm of aesthetics. 
Avant-garde films often challenge convenuon.1l thinking about politics. cultUJe, 
gender. race, and sexuahty. Tht?Sl' lllrnmttkers are not focused on profits. Instead, 
they use film as a means of personal expression 10 address imponttnt soc1al 
issues and to expand the acsthcttc voc,lhul.uy or tilm an. 

Another way to differentiate commercial film from documentary and ,wc1nt 
garde film is to consider their methods of production and exhibition. Documcn· 
taries are not produced in the intluslri.:t l conlcxl of I lollywood, where corporil ll! 
executives, stars (and their man.tgemenl companies), guilds, and unions inter· 
act as part of a complex, profit-oritmted sy!ltem. Instead, individuals or small 
groups of people work together, r.1ising funds. renting equipment and space, and 
managing restrictive budgets Oocullll'!llary filmmakers spend weeks, months, 
or even years conducting rescJrch, dorng interviews. and recording sound and 
1mages. Documentary films often have lowt•r production values than commerc1.1l 
fiction films, owing in pan to their h,wing smJIIer budgets_ Also, unless a doc· 
umentary filmmaker works exclusively with archival materials, the spom,melly 

Chaptrr 9 Alternatives ro Narrative Fict1on Film 

ot real-world events often prevents hun from wkmg a ~perfect ft shot or rewrtl 
1118 flawless sound. 

1\'pically. only a select few documcnt.1ry films are granted theatrical release 
in an house cinemas or mulltplexes. Several mtemarional film fesuvals are 
devoted to documentaries. mcludmg the Full Frame Documentary rilm l"esuval 
in Durham. North Carolina, and the IDFA in Amsterdam. the Netherlands. The 
p~r pheral status of documcnt,llY filmnhtking relarive to the Hollywood industry 
is reOected by lhe fact that tht•tc o1re just two Academy Awards for documen 
taries: one for shan (ilms and otw fo1 ft'Jilll e length films. 

ln recent years documenl.trics 1t.w0 g,tined ground, as mainstrmm auclienC('S 
havl' flocked to a new gettL'riltion of movies from directors such as Errol Mol'l ls 
(The rbg of War [2003], Mr Lh•ath [191191 . .tnd Fast, Cheap and Ow of Cmllml 

[1997]), Michael Moort• (Rogt•r and ML [19881 and Fahrenheit 9/11 [20041). 

Morgan Spurlock (Super SIZI! Me ]2004]). and Rachel Boynton (Our Brmuf IS 

Cns1s [20051). These films Jddress ,, hmc1d spectrum of subjects, from politicc; to 
th~ last food industry. Tht' vtgm wnh which audiences have embraced docu· 
mentary ftlm.making was evident 111 2006, when March of che Pengwns [•Marcile 

de l'empereur•; Luc Jacqu~t .2005) not only won the Academy Award for Best 
Documentary but also outgross~d each ni the narrative feature films norninatt'll 
for Best P1crure. 

The commerCial viability or rt'Cl'lll films has made documentary CilmnMking 
a somewhat more lucrc'lliVL' JIIOJlOSIIIOI\ Wtthrn the film industry. As film exhiht 
tion moves iurther away from trdtlitionttl theatrical venues, documentary filml:i 
will become even more Jtccssible. ln tlte Hpring of 2006 ClickStar. a comp.:tny 
that plans to capitalize on bro.ld ll,l tHI leclmologics to offer entertainml'l\1 pro 

grarnmi ng, announced lite l.1unch of ,1 documentary chan nel called Jersey Docs, 
headed by actor Danny DeVtlo 

The popularity of two documen 
tam's that deal with the natur.11 L'llVI 
ronmem, bm which adopt r.ldtcally 
different stylistic approaches, sug· 
gests that audiences now cravL' a 
Wider array of documentary e.xperi· 
ences. March of the Pengums docu · 
ments the death-defymg acts of 
emperor penguins as they undL'rtdke 
their annual migration in order to 
mate (fig. 9.1, p. 279). An /neon 
venient TI·uth (Davis Guggcnlt l'im 
2006), which earned much acclaim ,1( 
the 2006 Cannes Film Festival, 
focuses on the devastating efrt>cts or 
global warming. The film is based on 
a ~eries of public lectures given by 
former U.S. Vice-President AI GOfl'. 

Both films focus audience .111emion 
on aspects of the natural world, but 

Three Modes of Fitmmakmg: A Companson 

9.2 In An Inconvenient Truth, AI Gore 
presents faces, figures, and images relau•d 
lO global warming. 
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e.1ch has a slightly differenr approach and uses slightly different eifects. March 
of the Penguins offers a glimpse mto a lrozen world ;hat most people Will never 
sec-Antarctica-while An Jnrorwement 7tUch mforms people about a reahty 
that they may witness every day-the t.leletenous effects of the human rchance 
on fossil fuels on the environment. Marcil o{ the Penguins uses actor Morgan 
Fre~man's voice-over narr,ltion ant.! breathtaking tmages of penguins' struggles 
for survival to both enlighten ,md enth,lllt ,wt.l iences, whereas An InconueTU('/lf 

'lhtlll relies on Al Gore's direct narr,uion, supplemented by photographs, scten 
tific research, and statisticnl evHICI1Cl', to in(orm viewers about human beh<wior, 
to .:~ssess its negative imp<H.: I un tile l' ltv lnmment, and to issue a call to .:~clion 

(fig. 9.2). 
lnterest.ingly, a third recent documentMy film one that did not garner a corn· 

mercia) release-also focuses on the uanu.11 world, bur does so in a startling dtf· 
fer~nt way from these two films. Stlt' SpL'Ct{ic : l.tL~ Vegas 05 (Olivo Barbieri 2005; 
s~ fig. 9.33) is a short tllm that offers imagt•s of Las Vegas taken wtth a long 
lens from a helicopter and edited wuh a soundtrack composed of the sounds of 
helicopter blades whirring and a w.ller fountasn spraying. This document.uy­
.want-garde hybrid film invucs vit•wers to take a closer look at the effects of 
human culmre on the landscape lronic.1lly. the dtstance afforded by the ht'h· 
coptt'r shots renders the famtliar tlrtJils of cars and gambling casinos strangely 
l1t1untmg. Such creative experimcnt.ltton suggl•sts the vast possibilities of docu· 
mentary (i]mmak.ing, although the public's continuing investment in fea ture 
length films severely restricts the commercial venues for seei ng short 

documentary films. 
Avant-garde films are rnade in ,111 artl sJnJI mode, often by just one pcrs011. 

Although many avant-garde filtn makt:'rs usC' technology in unconventional wilyS 
to produce new visual and sound ex pet iences, the goal is not necessarily to 
make conventionally beautiful tmages, but. rather to create thought-provokmg 
sensual and aesthetic expcriencL·s. FNxperirnental filmmakers may eschew syn· 
chronized soundtracks, sets, .Jnd even ,Jctors. The prospects for screening avant· 
garde films are vel') Jimlll'ti: their unusual subject matter. shon length, and 
hmited distribution channels me.m they are only rarely screened in commercial 
movie theaters. Most experiment.JI films .m' screened in art galleries on univcr· 
sity campuses, at cinematheques. film dubs. and theaters devoted 10 art and 
avant-garde cinema (such .JS the now defunct Cinema 16 in New York) .111d at 
film festivals such as Madcat tn San Francisco ami Flicker (an organizJtton with 
chapters around the U.S. devoted to Supt?r 8 tilmmaking). Two important tnsti· 
tulions devoted to preserving .mel distributing experimental films are the Film· 
makers' Cooperative in New York Jnd Ctlnyon Cinema in San Francisco. Because 
high-speed internet connections lllilkc II possible to view trailers and short per· 
sonal films with ease on the iFilm N~twOtk or through the rrucrocinema com 
website, access to experimental ami .w.mt garde films may improve. 

Avant-garde films should not be confused w1th independent film, although 
filmmakers working in both of these modes may sell-consciously reject the 
commercial film production process. Independent feature filmroaklng ts not 
always synonymous with an anti·industry perspective. however, as avant·garde 
filmmaking almost alway::. is. During the Hollywood srudio era, independent 

Chaprtr 9: Alttrnatives to Narrative Ficcion Ftlm 

producers such as Samuel Goh1wyn and Davtd 0 . Selzmck cucumvcnted the 
studio S\'Stem and worked wuh directors such as Hitchcoc~. William Wyler, and 
Wtlham Wellman to make popular fllms American directors Stanley Kubnck, 
Robt'1t Altman, Alan Rudolph, John S:Jyles. Charles Burnen, Juhe Dash. and 
StevLn Soderbergh have made (eJIIIre Ctlrns wtthom studio involvement, often 
b}' forming their own production or distnburion companies. But these directors 
arc not experimental fi lmmakers. Although they sometimes challenge Holly­
wood conventions, they protlucr f~.lt\11 1? length narrative fiction films fot wtdt.> 
distribution. Although some tlocument.lrics depict characters and stories, ,1nd 
some ava nt-gard e film s Llfl' lnt e t e~> t t•d in the w,1y narrat ives work, neither type 
of film is primarily concerned with tt•lli ng stories. Thus, they do not obey tlw 
rules of narrative fonn discussed 111 Ch.lpter 4 

\fter looking at the history and motivalton behind the rise of the documcn· 
tary as a geme, the remainder of this cl1.1pter focuses on documentary form .10d 
conventtons. ll then discusses one type of tlocumentary, the ethnogrJphic film . 
This is followed by a t.ltscussiun of tssut>s relating £O avant-garde cinem.1 
Bec.:ause documentary .mel avtllll·g.udl' ftlrn~ have a lower commercial profilt' 
than mainstream narrative films. the}' c.1n prove difficult to track down. The last 
secuon of this chapter therefore gtvcs some ttps on research in this area. 

11 ,.~ Documentary Film: uThe Creative 
Treatment of Actuality" 

Most films made before 1907 were not narrative fiction films but short tlocu 
mentaries. These actualttJs. ,,s lht?y werL' known, w~re "shot around the world, 
nonunally 'unstaged; although many 
wert documents of perf or mann·s. 
dances, processions, and p.1r.1des" 
(Russell. p. 52). Moments from dally 
life, as well as trips to foreign locJies, 
were the frequent subject of tht• e.uli 
esr films, including the works ol 
Auguste and Louis Lumiere from the 
1890s. The novelty of movmg 1111.1ges 
meant that simple vignettes of L'vcry 
day activities such as a train leJving a 
station fascinated audiences. 

As non-fiction films b,1sed on rc.:1l 
world events, these act ualites were 
precursors to the documentary film. 
Yet these films vary in the w.1y they 
present their images: some t>.uly 
Lumiere fi.J.ms record cvcryd.1y ,Jet~. 

such as workers leaving a factory at 
the end of the day (fig. 9.3) . In others, 
subjects self-conscious!}' acknowlcdgl' 

Documentary Film: "Tht Creative Treatment of Actuality" 

9.3 Workers leav•ng a factory, an early 
I um1erc brothers actualite. 
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Ener 1s distracted by~ young 
Noterer Gets Wtlttr.:d 

• O\\'Oer's agent shoots at 
Harlan County USA 

the camer.1 , and the lllmmakers develop rudunen. 

t.uy n.mat ives The Waterer Gets Watered ( ''L'Ar­

rost'ur arrosr; 1895), for example, depicts the 

trJva1l old g.udener attempting to do his joh, while 
a young hoy plays tricks on him (fig. 9.4). The f1lm 

h.:Js .1 bL·ginning, m1ddle. and end, and a comic 

twist The legitimate question arises: at what point 

does a clocumentJry film cease to be a cloculllent of 

real1ty ,1 JHI become instead a fictiona l creat ion/ 

Tlw tl'rm "documemary" was coined by John 
Grierson. fou nder of the British document.lry move­

llll'll t 111 the 1920s, who fam ously described docu 

mt-nt,lly film as "the creative treatment of 

actu.lhty. " In his work for government age nett . .> Ill 

Brit.lin, G1 ier.;on argued that documentary film was 

superior to hct1011 ftlm because it presentecl the real 

world, not a lantasy, but that it should do so with 

grl'ater inlagination than a st.:mdard nt.>wsreel. !lis deceptively simple phrase 

suggests the double-edged nat me oi documentary form. Filmmakers inventively 

shape U1e material of "real life" hy selccung the subject maner, choosing angles 

and shots, making ediling decisions, creating re-enactments, and adding mustc; 

or voice-over narration. The m 1tnght scripting or s taging of events dur ing shoot 

ing is preclu ded. But a tension 1·enM ins llc1ween an ideal- Utat document,11 ies 

cap ture un media ted rea lity ,1nd tltc pr,l cticn l filet that maki ng il film Jboul J 

topic may well affect the behavior of suhjecls and the outcome of events. 

The purpose of documen tJ I y fi lm is to e ngage viewers by showing them some 

.1spect or aspects of the real world. A documentary filmmaker captures and orga 

niL.cs visual images and sountlto <:OilVl'Y some truth of thar real world situation . 

Barbara Kepple's Harlan C..ounty USA ( 1977). for example, depicts a stru~le b)' 

coal miners who want to umonize and tntnl' owners wl10 oppose the union (hg. 

9.5). In one dramatic scene, Kopplt> captures U1e mine owner's agent dnving 

through the picket line at night shooting ell piCk· 

eters. Without any commentary, the scene effec· 

tively makes the argument tha t the mine owners 

d1srcgard the lives of the miners and explams why 

the minl'fS need the union to protect themselves. 

l<opple cJptu rcs and presents this moment of 

heighten t'd reality in n way lha t encourages viewers 

to tl 1\lW cert i1 1n conclusions a bout the mine owners' 

unfil ir .1ntl dangerous labor practices, .llld to lil ke 

s1des Kopple, whose man y non-fiction fil ms cover 
subjects from the U.S. labor movement to celebntil?S 

sud1 as Woody Allen and the singing g1oup Thl? 

Dixie Chicks. received the American Film lnsutute's 

Lifetime Achievement Award in 2004. 

A documentary fi lm direaor's choice~ regardtng 

organiz.nion ,md editing influence the conclusiOns 

Chapter 9: Alterna tives to Narrar1ve F1ct1on F1lm 

viewers may draw. Unlike Kopple, the director of Capturing che Frzedtna.IlS 

(.2003). Andrew Jareck1, ed1ts mterv1ews m a way that makes it difiicult for 

vtewers to form conclusive Judgments. The tllm concerns a fatmly whol;e hves 
are trrevocably changed when two family IDL'mbers are accused of srxuall)' 

abusmg neighborhood chJ!dren. Jared·a repe.ltedly interrupts the flow of tndt· 

vidual testimonies and JUXtclpos<.•s rnnflicung statements made by other lllll'r· 

viewees. Beca use of the subtle ec1iting of the tllm, viewers constantly que!;tlon 

the truthfulness of statements that the f,1mily members, victims, police ofl'iccrs. 
and experts make. 

Some docu mentari es tl il Cl" tlw l i ve·~ of intlivlll uals, such as the Friell mans or 
the coa l miners, and as,, resu lt tht'Y resemble s tories w ith characters, goals, c111tl 

obstacles. But even such nan a tlvt• document.1r1es do more than simply prescnl 

a good story. They also say smnething Jbout the real world. 

Narrative documentaries rely on causl' .md·eflect logic and present subject~ who 

~eem like characters. But story element~ are ha~ed on real-world events, and any 

powerful narrative document,uy ultimately refers the viewer not just to a sail::. 

lying story bur also to a complex rt.•altty l..nst m La Manchn (Keith Fulton and 

Louis Pepe 2002) tells the story of .1 gr.1ndiosc but fai led film production: ·n.•rry 

Gilliam's Don Quixott'. Tlw clocumentJJ y treats Gilliam as a character wi th J 

primary con flict: he faces ,ln uphill s truggle to realize his dream o f making tlw 
film (fig. 9.6) . 

Tile filmmakers shaped thi s IIMI'c11ivL' of ht'roi c fa ilure after the fact; th is w,l A 

not the s tory they had intended to tell. When they began production . they had 
every m lention of completing ,, "tnJking of" documentary about Gill iam's sue 

cessful production. The [iulshed 

documentary draws parallels betWl"<'ll 

G1lham and the fictional Quixotl' (both 

are men who uy to do the 1mpossii>IL•) 

as well as be[\veen Gilliam and Orson 

Welles (famous for his strong directo 

nal v1sion and his own failed Quixotl 

project). These parallels add to the 

building sense of doom as the pro 

duclion gradually falls apart. 

In this n a rrative docu ment,lry, 

Gill iam's story serves the filmlllnkers' 

argument that visionary anis ts such 

as Gilliam and Welles-idealistic, 

romantic figures-face insurmou nt 

able obstacles in realizing their 

visions because the industry is driven 

by finance and insurance interests. 

This is the complex realitv behind the 

~Lory rhe directors present. 

Documentary Film: "The Creative Treatment of Actuality" 

9.6 Terry Gilliam's frusrrared arremplS lO 
make a fi lm become the subje([ of Lost m 
La Mancha. 
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~nt kind ofwmu~1cal" 
on display m Arr G1.uft1t 

r: Documentary Form 

Film scholar Bill Nichols h.1s developed a useful framework for evaluatmg the 
documentary's formal mode of organt:t...1Uon. N1chols .vrites, gthe logic orgalllz· 
ing a documentary film supports an underlyiHg argument, assert1on, or cla1m 
about the historical world~ (Nichols 2001 p 27) The simplest argument a doc 
umentary film can make 1s that the illl,l!.WS depicted in the film are real· that the 
film has captured some aspect nf l'XIStence that is worU1y of contemplation. Doc· 
umentaries may also make other .l iHlllllL'nts: they may assert that the subjt'CI 
maller of the documentary is worthy of greiller scrutiny (the issue has more 
sides U1an have been reprL'Sented). thilt ,, soc1al or economic practice has 
caused, or is causing, problems thilt need to be addressed; that a subculture is 
of mterest because it resonates wilh culture at large (or, conversely, bec.1use ll 
represents the profound diversity of humanity); that a forgotten but important 
cultural or historical figure needs to be g1ven her or his due; that previous expla· 

nations of a hic;toric.:ll event have not fully captur~ Its 
complexity, or h,we deliher,1tely ignored certain facts and 

some v1ewpoints. 
Docum~ntanes present this wide variety of arguments 

through rhetoric,ll devict'5 that appeal to logic, ethics and 
emotions. Some documentaries use obvious strateg1es for 
argumentation, such ,1s charts, facts, and expert witnesses. 
Others acldrcss viewers on an emotional level, encouraging 
them to st'C' i!Spects of the world differenlly because they 
identify with J subject of the documentary. Some docu· 

mentariL'S do both. 
Viewers m,ly bl' surp11sed to discover that even docu· 

memaries whose sole purpose seems to be light-hearted 
entertainment are presenting arguments of some kind. The 
spinted energy of Arr Gwtar Narion (Alexander l.1psitz 
2006) derives hom the comic irony of seeing individUals 
perform ruck mus1c without an instrument as they compete 
for the honor of representmg the U.S. in the Ai1 Gullar 
World Championship 111 Finland (fig_ 9.7). Contestants 
assume b1zarre alter egos-renaming themselves BJi>m 
'nHoque. C Oiddy, ,1nd Red Plectrum- and go all out with 
costumes Jntl wi ld stage c1ntics to win the approval of the 
judges and Juclience members. On a deeper level, however. 
the film explores the power of rock music to bring together 
diverse groups of pt>oplt> and suggests that one crucial way 
the music inspires such c1 devoted fan culture is by offermg 
possibilities for fans to share their intensely per .onal 
identifications with rock stars by transforming mim1cry 

into performance. 
Documentary filmmakers employ a number of rhetorical 

strategies to support their assertions about the world. The 

Chapter 9· Alternatives to Narrative Fiction Film 

rest of this section exammes four of those 
strategies-the vmce of authority, talking 
heads, direct cinema (also known as cmema 
venre1. and sell-reflexJvtty-aml the way they 
are mocked in the popular slyll' of pseudo· 
documentary called the mockument.uy. 

One of the most basic strategies em ployed lly 
documentary filmmakers 1!1 to comhill<.' voice· 
ovt•r narration with imagl:'s (which function as 
evlllence) in order to convince the 1udu nee of 
a particular claim about the world. Well 
known political figures. respected t·elebnlles, 
and actors wirh commanding voc.1l quaht1es 
may be employed to narrate thl'Sl' f1hns 111 .111 

authoritauve style. Examples lncludc Ken 
Bums s televised documentaries 011 baSL'ball, 
jazz. and the U.S. Civ1l War. Burns ~athers sull photographs, archival footage. 
and other visual evidence, scwmg these imagcs and sounds together with VOICL'· 
ove1 narrarion. 

F1lms that rely exclusively on t hi~ str,llegy include nature documentaries such 
as March of the Pengums i111d comilil t fi lms in the Why We Fight series. Directed 
by I Ioll ywood director Fr<11lk Capra during the 1940s, these newsreels offered 
American audiences images of World WM Jl battles combined with scripted ni'lr· 
ra tion that persuaded Americans of tht• ,1ppropriateness of the military campatgn 
(fi6 9.8). 

Documentaries made with the solt! intent to persuade of the rightness of .1 
single view are referred to as propaganda films because they adveruse a smglc 
position without any allowance for competmg perspectives_ Some documentary 
filmmakers anempt to offer a balanced perspective by including compt•ting 
VIews. while others feel th.1t their own deeply held behefs justify them in makmg 
the strongest argument possible for one point of view. ln any event, it is always 
useful for viewers to consider the ptl'Clse claim to authority represented by the 
narration. Ts the author of the textu,11 information an expert on the subject, 01 
does the narrator's commanding voice Jlonc convey authoritative knowledge? 

A second rhetorical strategy combinrs images with verbal testimony from indi 
victuals affected by or interested in the subject matter of the documentary. This 
stJatcgy allows real people. not a dcsJgnJted off-screen authority, to make asscr· 
lions about the subject. Documt.>ntMies that rely exclusively on interviews are 
often called "talking heads" documentaries. 

lmerviews allow for a range of idea~ to be presented and may convince the 
viewers that the reality the filmmake! has presented is as complex as the real 

Documentary Form 

9.8 The Whj We Fight senes was h1ghly 
'"nuent1al dunng World War II. 
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1dical acOVIst lkrnardme Dohrn 
Veather Underground. 

Robot SCtentiSl YOICe·OYt'r tn 
:J, and Out of Control. 
.!S I feel Ike Yoda- 1 ha\t ro ~ay 
=orce, don't try ro control the 

) Mole-rat expert YOICe-over In 

:J, and Out of Control "To me, 1t's 
ible mammal that bruks all tht! 
3mmal With a queen, ktng, 
·orkers, all playtng roles." 

world. It also captures the personal feelings of inte1vlew sub· 

jects, wh1ch may invite Vle\\er Identification. Store Wars (M1cha 

Peled 2001) uses mlcrvu~wc; w1Lh engagmg subjects who l.il5cuss 

the d•srupllve Imp.1ct ol the attempt by the large d1scount cham 

Wai-M.ut to hlllld .1 store 1n their community. The Wt~tllcr 

Undergrour1d (S,rll Glt>l'n ,1nd Rill SJegelZ003) combmcs ,uc:hival 

footage from thl! 1960s ,md 1970s with contemporary uHerVIl'W; 

of Weather Underground r,1dicals, along with activists who eli!>· 

agreed with their tJclics. providing a vantage point from th1rty 

years after Lllc events (fig. 9.9). 

A doclllncnt.liY film director may edit images and sound to 

corroborate or to Cel li into question the statements maLic by suh· 

jects. Fast, Cheap, u11tl Ow of Control (Errol Morns 1998) looks 

at four imhv1du.1l llld the1r work. Each of the four subJ<:l 

works with ,mimal!' or ,1mmal facsimiles: one is an Mlitnal 

rrainer with till' circus, another is a mole-rat expert, om• 1s a 

topiary gardener who fashions enormous animals from shrub­

bery, and anothl•r ts a scientist who creates robotic machint?s. 

Morris adopts a bl•mused perspective on his subjects: his 

ironic distance is made evident through editing. He juxtaposes images of one 

subject with sound from inter~ 1ew with .1nothe1, so 1t seems as if the people he 

interviews are making comml'nts .1bout the lives and work of o thers. Ounng 

shots of circus performers , the sound tha i accompanies the images comes from 

statements made by the mole-rill t•xpcrt i!nd robot scientist (figs . 9.10, 9.1J). Hy 

p.1 iring a subject's sta tement:; wil h sc•cmingly unrelated images, Morris adcls 
ueplh and dimension to lhe interviL•ws, introducing ideas that none of his sub· 

jects has voiced. Morris gL•ts a t one truth lly a llowing the interviewees to tell 

their own stories, yet h1s editing encourages the audience to make unusual con· 

nections. For example, are human and mole-rat societies similar, because they 

both have sharply delint:>att•d roles suth as kmg. queen, soldier. worker? Are 

circus performances akin to rohotic movemems? Are the robot scientist's con­

cerns that he is too controlling relev.1nt to other soclJ.! contexts? 

Unlike Morris, who presents complex ideas subtly. Michael Moor!.? mc:lude 

his own pointed commentar~ as well as u1terv1ews with others. Moore's contro­

versial Fahrenheit 91 11 (2004), which won the Palme d'Or at the 2004 Cannes 
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F1lm Festival (a prize rarely bestowed on documemary films). is an 

unapologetic critique of Amet1can fore1gn policy since the terronst 

attack.; of September 11, 2001 In the film , Moore makes clear his ieel­

iJlgS toward gmernment leaders through .l!ltagonistic encounters with 

politicians. fn one scene, he accosts llll'mhers oi Congress, asking 

them to volunteer their childrl.?n tor .lCtive duty m the ongoing mih­

tarv operation in Iraq. H1s actions imply that politicians may find it 

easy to pursue military options bc•c.1use they don't make the personal 

sacnfices that ordinary citizens makt:'. Moore .1cts as narrator and par­

ticipo nt, making his point of virw d c.11' to the .. wdicnce (fig. 9.12). 

Super Size Me (2004) foll ows ,1 s imil cl l' ~ lraregy of directorial par· 

tiCipation combined with lnlt'l Vll•ws. lntereslcd 111 dramatizing the 

he.11th effects of fast food, director Mmgan Spurlock meets with his 

doctors before embarking on ,1 month of -'111 • II McDonald's diet. Spur 

lock humorously narrates the ch,lngcs 111 his body, interviews people 

rangmg from Big Mac addicts to his own gulfriend, and returns to his 

doctors for periodic check·ups (fig. 9.13), A liule more than halfwa}' 

through the month. all have gr,wt:.' concerns about the diet's health 

effects. which include weight g.lltl, h1gh cholesterol, elevated blood 

sugar, and liver distress. In this film. the director. his friends, and his 

doctors testify to the fact that fast tnod is unhrallhy. The argument lit­

erally is presented throngh the dtrt't:tOI 's hody as well as in interviews 
and images. 

A third rhetorical s trategy represC'nts ,, radical shift from talking heads docu­

menlarics, especially those that feature the personal involvement of the director. 

Observational document.mes (al o r.1lled direct cinema and cmema vt;ntt>, 
winch means "cinema of truth") present events without any evidence of rhe 

director's perspective or judgments. In short, filmmakers attempt to make them· 

selves invisible. They shoot events with mmimal intrusion (lighting. camer,ls, 

microphones) and do not suppl • vo1ce·over commentary that might influence 

the viewer's interpretation. The developmenl of this intentionally unobtrusivt> 

style of documentary during the I 960s owed a great deal to the introduction of 

lightweight 16 mm cameras and the port,lble Nagra tape recorder, which helped 

directors capture unfolding evt'nts with as little intervention as possible. A 

number of importan t observational films emerged from that decade, including 

D,wid and Albert MayslcH's Salesman ( t 966), D.A. Pennebaker 's Don't /,oak 
Back (1967), and Frederick W!scma11 's Hi[lll School (1968). 

Two of direct cinema's visu,l l trchnlques-the static camera and the long 

take-strongly connote the illt'.l that VIewers are mvisible observers watching 

evems unfold. The Maysles brothers' classic cinema verite documentary Sales 

man uses long takes and a sta tic c.1mer.1 to derict Bible salesmen in the North· 

eastern U.S. The camera captures the boredom of some salesmen at distnct 

meetings as well as the anxiety of those whose sales figures have not been ade· 

quate (fig. 9.14). A scene immcdiJtely ,1fter the district manager's wpep talk" 

Documentary Form 

9.12 Mtchael Moore. 

9.13 Spurlock prepares w condu cL ht~ 
exp~nment tn Super Size Me. 
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.distnct manager g•>~eS 3 pep talk 
n . 

Inmates perform 1n Tlll<'ut 

1) Staff members perform in 
lies. 

shows the manager storming om of the room, repeaung 
some of lhe phrases from his talk. The camera becomes 
mobtle as the filmmakers follow the subJect down the 
ha!lw.1y, eave .. alroppmg on his conversation. whtch 
involves a somewhat misappropnated quotation of civU 
ight · ,,cuvtst F.ltmie Lou Hamer's famous line about 

fighttng 101 social JU~tice: ''I'm sick and tired of bemg stck 

and llrl'd . · 
Despite the llesilt' or some verite directors to make them 

se lves invisible dur ing production, they do make choicl.'s 
and employ wchniqucs in production and post-production 
that convey implicit iueas. Directors choose the sub)t'ct 
mauer, select the f1.1ming of shots. and juxtapose scene-s 
through editing. In man) regards. editing is the cmemallc 
techmque th.1t offt>r~ the documentary filmmaker the great­

est influence over the matt>rial. In Wi.eman's controversial Titicut Foll1es (1967). 
for example, the editing and frammg make it difficult to distinguish hetwcen the 
staff and inmates at a ment.ll instilution (figs. 9.15, 9.16). Wiseman's camera· 
work and editing thus prc:.ent a suhtle argument that those deemed mentally 
unstable may not be so different from the rest of sodery, or that such institutions 
force the sane and insune to bch.we the same way. 

A fowth rhetorical strategy dcp.1l'lS clr<llllulicn lly from direct cinema by inclutl 
ing the process of fi lmmaking ils p.:trl of the subject matter of th e fi lm. Hi ll 
Ntchols calls this "sclf-rcflexiw document.try '' because, like formalist 11<111'<1ttve 
films. these films refer to the proc~ss of rihmng and expose the way the medium 
constructs realitv. They clhlllt'ngl' ,mdiences to reconsider the rdation hip 
between docwnematy imag~:o ,1nd reality. Werner Herzog's Grizzly Man is a doc· 
umentary that questions the n.lture of cmematic Lruth. Its subject is Timothy 
Treadwell, who spent thtneen summers in the Alaskan wilderness living With 
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gnzzly bears and who wa, ultun.ltely 
killed by one of them Herzog uuer­
vtews people who knew Treadwl'll 
and makes liberal use of Tre.ldWl'll's 
extensive video footage of htmself 
(fig 9.17). Treadwell"s numerous 
films and Herzog's imphcu compMI­
son between Treadwell and himscll 
both are obsessive im.ltvidu ,1 1s who 
take risks to capture whiH lll l'Y Jove 
on film-present lhe audience with ., 
dtlemma. Can viewers .1ccept at f.1Cl' 
value the way 1l"eddwell represents 
h1msell simply because he .1ppears on 
film7 If not, does that suggl'st that 
Herzog's own project of uncovenng 

truth through cinema is doomcdr The film's self-reflexivity-the way u r~fers to 
the ft.lm. medium-is apparent Ill shots of 'Treadwell positioning his camera and 
in a scene where Herzog himself appears in the frame, listening to the aud1o tape 
that documents the death of Treadwt>ll and his girlfriend. 

Mockumentaries arc not documclltilly films but fiction films that pose tis due 
umentaries by using f<~m!li ,w convcntioiiS. Comic examples incluue 7'/us is 
Spinal Tap (Rob Reiner l 984), FcYzr of a Black Hat (Rusty Cundieff 1994), Waiting 
for Guffman (Christopher Cues I 1996) . Best m Show (Christopher Guest 2000). 
ane1 A Mighty Wind (Chnstophcr Cut'S! 2003) These films adopt documentary 
strategies- primarily mterview .1nd cim!ma vente techniques-but their "real· 
world" subject matter is fictional and their interviewees are characters played hy 
actors. Hwnor derive:- partly f1orn strict auention to details: the filmmaker:; not 
only parody the documentary conventions precisely (as in the US(' of faux 
historical footage of the mock rock band Spinal Tap or the undc?rstated 
observational style of Waitmg {or Cu{{man) but also capture the historical and 
cultural details of clothing, behavior. and musical styles (as in the fashions of 
A Mighty Wind). 

(.. "rV Ethics and Ethnography 

Ethical dilemmas arise within nil types or uocumentary filmmaking . Whose 
vis1on of reality is represented in a documen1ary film, and how can filmmakers 
ensure fairness and accuracy/ Image eth1c1sts question the relationship betwt•en 
the filmmaker, the subject matter, and the people whose lives are bemg repre-
emed. The ethnographic rilms of Robert Flalleny, one of the earliest and most 

tnfluential documentary filmmakl'TS, have been reconsidered in light of wh.ll ts 
now known about Flaherty's method~. 

Ethics and Ethnography 

9.17 Timothy Tll'aawell's films are a 
Ctnrr;al focus of Herzog's Gnzzly MDn 
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e) All akaril lak feigns ,lW~ al lhe 
e gramophone 111 Nanor1k of the 

#) Vietnamese-born women 111 

let, Gt~n Nome Nom. 

Flahen •'s Nanook of til<' N11rth (1922), about the !null people tn 

Canada, and Man of Ararr (1937), aboUI the Aran Islander off lhe 
west coast of Ireland, are VOICl'-0(-authonLy documentan~ orgamzed 
by a sent'S ottmerutle th.u cxplam the tmages and aclivnies dep1ctert. 
In his zeal to valom.e wll.lt hl• consiclered the blissfully primiuve cuJ. 
Lures of the Inuit and the Ar,m islanders. Flaherty misrepresented the 
cultures he intended to document. In Nanook Revisited ( 1988), I null 
commenLaLOrs point out that Flaherty gave the name Nanook (wh ch 
means "bear" in Ink1tui<J to a man whose actual name was Allak,ml 
Iak. Flahert y J lso clothed All,1knrill ak in pol ar bear leggings not typi· 
cally wom by the Inuit, staged a sea l hunt, and contrived a scent.' in 
which Allakutllclk appe.:m•d to be ignorant about the new technology 
of the gramophone. although he was not (f1g. 9 .18) 

In Man of A roll, F1.1h~1 ty staged a shark hunt and depicted the 
islanders gathering se.lWL'L'd. Harry Watt. who worked WJth Flahel t)' 

on the film. stated: 

the t1lm was a phoney 1 ... ) They hadn't caught those 
sharks lor seventy-five years. They hardly ever took the 
seaweed up. and they took it up on donkeys; they didn't 
carry tt on thetr backs [as the film depicted]. (Sussex. p. 31) 

Flaherty's films ~;,lp l lH t? the filmmaker's romantic idea ol the 
Inuit and the Aran islandt•1s ,,, ther than their reality in the 1920s .md 
1930s. They highlighl ,1s ,, result the ethical complexities of docu 
menting a cullure, whether lhal cullure is one lo which the fi lmlll,lkcr 

belongs or one he visits. 
Flaherty's filmmaking praclkes were t•xtrcme. Yet. even filmmaker~ who take 

pams to avoid the staging of 1e.1lity must recognize that rheir choiccs-inclucl· 
ing subject matter and stylc-unply undcrlymg ethical principles relMed to the 

~uhJtClS filmed and the audiences who will 

watch the film . 
Some lilmmakcrs use self·reflexive strate· 

gics to highlight the ethical dilemmas of docu· 
menting any culture and to make clear the 
dirt•ctor's role as observer-partiCipant For 
example, M111h-ha Trinh's Surname Vret, Given 
Nwm• Nam ( 1989) questions 1he process of 
documenting exotic "olhers"-Vietnamese 
WlllllCn- in political and ph il osoph ical terms. 
The fi rst half of the film depicts women tell ing 
s1ones about their experiences of the war with 
the U.S. in thL' 1960s and 1970s (hg. 9.19) . But 
the second ha lf of the film reveals that the sub 
JC!.tS are not women in Vietnam tell ing their 
stones. Instead. they are VieUlamese-bom 
woruen who live in the U.S. and agrL>ed to act 
ul the tilm. They have been rcciling h.rsthand 
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accounts o[ other Vietnamese women Tnnh plays on U.S. audience l'Xpectauons 
about the traditional characteristtcs of VIetnamese women. She .1lso plays w1th 
documentary conventions regcUdlng the nature ot testimony, because she uses 
performers to tell other women's storu~s. then she asks the actors to comment 
on their role-playing. Who ,md wlll're ,ue till' actual .. subjects" and where 1s the 
truth? Trinh also tests the aut.lience's willingness to consider film as a ntl'diUlll 
I hat constructs. rather than depicts, ol rt'.llity by layering text with im.~gt!s and hy 

incorporating poetry and abstr,Kt c,lllll'r,Jwork in the film (fig. 9.20) 
As these examples suggest, dnrumentary filmnwkers can and do mi'lke ere 

ativl:' u ~e of reali ty for a number of pu1 poses: to inform viewers about extraor 
d111ary or mundane aspecls of rt•,11i ty, to encourage viewers to draw co11clusions 
about world events, to change lilt' .ltldll'nce's understanding of social issues, lllll 
to question the way tht• film nwd1U111 construcls reality. 

Avant-garde Fdm 

L1kt> documentary film, avant-garde film-called experimental film Ill the I 940s 
and '50s and underground cinl'lll.l dunng the 1960s and 70s-represents .1n 
extr.1ordinarily diverse- array of hlmmJking practices. Some avant-garde films tl'll 
bizarre stories. others locus 011 the .1bstroct qualities of the film im.1ges, while' 
still others may choose to explort• one p.:micular technical aspect of film, suc.:h 
as slow motion, and to exploit its effects lo the ful l. Many avanl-gartie fi l mm,1 ]~ 

ers have been associated with a1 t and socin l change movements, including Sur 
retl lism, Minimalism, femi nis lll , ,111 <1 g.1y and lesbian liberation. 

If viewers think of cmema soli.'ly in terms or 11arrative film, then avant ganle 
films may put them off l'hesc films 1sk v1ewers to interpret images and sounds 
that are nol organized acc01ding to n.urative form and thus require a different 
set of skills for interpretation. Scott MilcDonald argues lhal avant-garde fJlllls 
may evoke frustration hec,Ht!'C Nlhese films c.:ontront us with the nec.:essny of 
redefining an ex~rience \W were sure we understood· (MacDonald, p. 2). 

What kind ol redefined lilm gomg t>xpc.:•nence does MacDonald refer to7 
Avant-garde films r,1rely present str.ughtforward stories or characters. lnste.ld. 
they approach the film medium as an acsthetu: philosophical. and/or pohtic,11 
means of expression. They oftt.>n isol.1te elements of iilm art-including Line 
matography, sound, and editing ,1nd subject them ro intense scrutiny Avant 
garde films often reject traclition.ll methods for combining images and sound, 
startling the viewer with new possibili ties. They may explore such things as: the 
way light achieves certain photogr.1phic effects; the influence of abstmct sh.lpcs 
and color on emotions; how superimposition connects two images; how repetf 
lion mspires ce1iain thoughts; how r.1pid editing overwhelms perceptual capac· 
ities, and whether an image means the same thing to viewers when 11 is p.1ired 
with an unlikely soundtrack 

Avant-garde filmmakers seli-consciously break new ground in film aesthetics 
and cultural politics. The techniques experimental filmmakers use to challl'llgL' 
convention include time-lapse photography, fast, slow, and reverse mollon, 
negative images, scratching JJld painting on the emulsion, superimposition, 

Avant-garde Film 

9 .20 Abstract •mages in Surname V1tC 

Gt~t!n Name Nom. 
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