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PICTURE
Action footage

® People or creatures doing things, carrying on their everyday activities,
such as work, play, and so on

® Shots of landscapes and inanimate things

People talking
* To each other with camera presence unobtrusive, perhaps even hidden

® To each other, consciously contributing to the camera’s portrait of
themselves

¢ In interviews—one or more people answering formal, structured ques-
tions (interviewer may be off camera and questions edited out)

Re-enactments, factually accurate, of situations

e Already past

® That cannot be filmed for valid reasons

* That are suppositional or hypothetical and are indicated as such
Library footage—can be uncut archive material or material recycled from
other films
Grapbhics, such as

e Still photos, often shot by a camera that moves toward, away from,
or across the still photo to enliven it

® Documents, titles, headlines
e Line art, cartoons, or other graphics

Blank screen—causes us to reflect on what we have already seen or gives
heightened attention to existing sound

SOUND

Voice-over, which can be
¢ Audio-only interview
e Constructed from the track of a picture-and-sound interview with
occasional segments of sync picture at salient points
Narration, which can be
e A narrator

¢ The voice of the author, for example, Michael Moore in Bowling for
Columbine (2002)

¢ The voice of one of the participants
Synchronous sound, that is, diegetic accompanying sound shot while filming
Sound effects—can be spot (sync) sound effects or atmospheres
Music
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4 Biographical
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Records, Persuades, — Analyzes,  Expresses

Nonfiction film genres
reveals,  promotes  interrogates
preserves

17 Experimental (avant garde)
18 Historical
19 Incentive .
20 Minority voice (feminist, gay .
or lesbian documentary)
21 Mockumentary (fake .
documentary)
L} L ]

22 Nature
23 DPersuasive (exposé or thesis)

24 Political (agitprop) .
25 Process o

26 Propaganda

27 Romantic tradition .
28 Science o
29 Sociological

30 Training
31 Travel and exploration

32 War (effects of)

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

successfully.
.Bill Nic'hols' in his valuable Introduction to Documentary (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2001) divides documentary into six categories. For each

ihave chosen just a single well-known example. His list evolves chronologically
rom (as he asserts) documentary’s roots in Hollywood fiction, and for each cat-

egory he lists a commonly perceived deficiency:

. ﬁoitic doc.un?entary (1920s). Poetically assembles fragments of the world but
: 9cz Z)SI::E{ﬁE;ty alr:d is too abstract. Example: Joris Ivens’ Rain (Netherlands
5 C 1 1 .
ey ich evokes all the aspects of a passing shower in Amsterdam (Figure
e [ ¥
wzflocf’(tt‘;l’:’t inC’[‘lme’?m”)’ (1920s). Directly addresses issues in the historical
il [l)!li, L e “{'orld we all share and experience as “real”). Once sound
ory docs ablished, it adopted the classic “voice of God” commentary. E
Anatole LiItT:rZT(t’sare{'/ZUfi;S ;1_'01;'1‘1 being too didactic. Example: Frank C);pr:zzz
1942-1945). y We Fight series made for the U.S. War Department (USA,
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FIGURE 3-1

Amsterdam under umbrellas in Joris Ivens’ Rain. [© European Foundation, Joris Ivens-
Joris Ivens Archives] ’

* Observational documentary (1960s). Observes things as they happen, without
Imposing commentary or using re-enactment. Inclined to lack context and his-
torical background. Example: Fred Wiseman’s Titicut Follies (USA, 1967).

® Participatory documentary (1960s). Interviews or interacts with its participants
and uses archival film to retrieve history. Its deficiencies are intrusiveness,
excessive faith in witnesses, and a tendency to produce naive history. Example:
Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin’s Chronicle of a Summer (France, 1960).

* Reflexive documentary (1980s). Questions documentary form and conven-
tions—how it represents things, not just what it represents—as an important
part of its purview, but it is inclined to become abstract and lose sight of actual
issues. Example: Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil (France, 1982)

* Performative documentary (
disembodied way of Wester
presenting them subjectivel
of personal experience

1980s). Describes human issues not in the abstract,
n philosophic tradition, but gives them weight by
ely ES “CO(IleI‘ete and embodied, based on the specifics
¢, 1 the tradition of poetry, literature, and rhetoric.”
[Eniéerlrr:;;i)ie: I\;Iarlon Riggs’ Tongugs Untied (USA}j 1989), V\;hich draws on
black » per Ozlmance’ Flance, a_md Incantation to convey what it feels like to b_e

» 5%, and angry in a racist and homophobic society. The dangers in this

mode are an over-rel;
: ; ance on style and subjectivi ‘ an too
easily be sidelined ag avant garde R, and vhar el

o
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Erik Barnouw in his excellent Documentary: A History of Non-Fiction Film (New
Yo;k: Oxfor.d University Press, 1974) looks differently at nonfiction forms. He
assigns 13 different roles to the documentary as it evolved historically:

e Prophet
¢ Explorer
e Reporter

e Painter
e Advocate

® Bugler
e
Prosecutor

x

Poet i,
.
Chronicler ‘i"%%

Promoter

Observer
Catalyst
, Guerilla

u These are proactive roles that assign the doctimentary a range of active social
| functions. Evidently Barnouw believes that documéntary exists to ac}won society
; by changing the viewer’s heart and mind. If so, it d&es_ this by presenting evi-
dence in order to engage us with particular issues in %ar_ticu it world. The
quality of the evidence—the subject of the next chapter—has*much to do with

L each film’s effectiveness.
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HALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

fetion films as Breaking the Waves (Ljars von Trier, 1999), The Celebration
(Thomas Vinterberg, 1998), and.Ti.Je I_dtots (Lars von Trier, 1999), They began
by playfully setting up rules of limitation, rather as the photographers Edward
Weston, Imogen Cunningham, Ansel Adams, and \X/%llard Van Dyke had done in
1932 for their Groug f/64. The photographgrs——u‘rec‘l of pictorialist work in
ich photograph}’ tried to make itself look like painting, charcoal sketches, or
Crchmg_—proclaimecli that photogrgphy would only be liberated to become itself
¥ photogfaphefs rejected eve'rythmg borrowed from ot}_mr pictorial forms, So
chey concentrated on deve'lopmg photography’s own attributes.
Compare this idea Wlth‘ the Dogme Group’s manifesto, which appears in
various versions and trgnslanons. I have taken minor editorial liberties to render
it into vernacular English as follows:

A VOW OF CHASTITY

« Shooting must be done on location. Props and sets must not be brought in,
but shooting must go where that set or prop can be found.

« Sound must never be produced separately from the images or vice versa, Music
must not be used unless it occurs where the scene is shot,
o The camera must be handheld. Any movement or immobility attainable by

handholding is permitted. The action cannot be organized for the camera;
instead, the camera must go to the action.

o The film must be in color. Special lighting is not acceptable. If there is too little
light for exposure, the scene must be cut, or a single lamp may be attached to
the camera.

* Camera filters and other optical work are forbidden.

* The film must not contain any superficial action such as murders, weapons,
explosions, and so on.

* No displacement is permitted in time or space: the film takes place here and
now.

* Genre movies are not acceptable.
* Film format is Academy 35 mm.

* The director must not be credited. Furthermore, I swear as a director to refrain
from personal taste. I am no longer an artist. I swear to refrain from creating
a “work,” as I regard the instant as more important than the whole. My
Supreme goal is to force the truth out of my characters and settings. I swear
to do so by all the means available and at the cost of any good taste and any
aesthetic considerations.

Signed (Member’s Name)

The last clause is

q particularly interesting because it rejects a leadership hierarchy
an

personal taste, and strikes a mortal blow at the filmmaker’s ego. Instead, it

E’i‘;snses Preeminence to the cast. Of course, in practice any nurpbe; of contradic-

. rrj will appear, but the group’s work, ar_1c! the high praise it called forth

imerictors? dem.ands that one take the spirit of the vow so:erlously. Thomas
¢rg, interviewed by Elif Cercel for Director’s World, said:

07
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We did the “Vow of Chastity” in half an hour ant.:l we had great fun_. Yet, at the
same time, we felt that in order to avoid the mec?locnty of filmmaking not only
in the whole community, but in our own ﬁlmmakxpg as well, we had. to do some-
thing different. We wanted to undress film, turn it })ack to where it came from
and remove the layers of make-up between the audience and the actors. We felt
it was a good idea to concentrate on the moment, on the actors and of course,
on the story that they were acting, which are the only aspects left when every-
thing else is stripped away. Also, artistically it has created a very good place for
us to be as artists or filmmakers because having obstacles like these means you
have something to play against. It encourages you to actually focus on other
approaches instead. (see http://stage.directorsworld.com)

Interestingly, these strictures belong with the improvisational spirit of documen.
tary. Following this good-humored yet puritanical vow put Danish film for ,
while in the forefront of international cinema and induced the Danish goverp.
ment to increase state funding by 70% over the following 4 years. The moral>
All undertakings profit from creatively inspired limitations. Some are inbuilg,
some encountered, and the best are those you choose that will squeeze your own
inventiveness. The Dogme Group’s rules dethroned the mighty god Film Tech.
nique in favor of acting and were able to hand their excellent actors a rich slice
of creative control. The actors responded handsomely.

So, what creative limitations will you set yourself?

MIGRATING FROM DOCUMENTARY TO FICTION

Taking the relatively small British cinema as an example, it’s instructive to see
who first worked in documentary before moving to fiction: Lindsay Anderson,
Michael Apted, John Boorman, Ken Loach, Karel Reisz, Sally Potter, Tony
Richardson, and John Schlesinger. Is this such a stellar list by chance? Now add
those coming from painting, theater, and music, or who espouse improvisational
methods, and more distinguished names appear, such as Maureen Blackwood,
Mike Figgis, Peter Greenaway, Mike Leigh, Sharon Maguire, and Anthony
Minghella. These are not all household names, but to me they indicate that eclec-
ticism, improvisation, and a documentary sensibility are important to directing
wherever fiction cinema is vibrant.

Recently, when chairing a panel discussion at an international film schools’
conference on the utility of a documentary training for fiction directors, I made
the following notes.

If you are an aspiring fiction director, experience in making documentary can

® Offer a rapid and voluminous training in finding stories and telling them on
the screen

Develop confidence in your abilities

Show the rewards of spontaneity and adapting to the actual
Demand intuitive judgments :

Develop your eye for a focused and truthful human presence

ot
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o Offer a workout in the language of film and d

€mand thy,
. -
of narrative compression You find , Meang

Offer the opportunity for fast shootin
template the results (fiction, conversel

8 but slow editing, apg titme ¢

» 18 slow to shaoy but fagte, tooeilc'mh
Require much inventivenfass jand ac-iapt'ability in the arey of sound Shooti:)
Sound design can be quite Intensive in documentary, and locatigp Smmgd-
inequities teach the preeminent Importance of gooq .

; ke choice and
positioning. | .
Show you real characters in real action. Char
tion, and each is best revealed \.Nh(‘?ll. the spb t he
obstacle. You will also see how individual identity is somehoyy developed i

interactions between people and is not a fixed and formed commodity that
functions the same in all circumstances,

acter is allied wig}, Will or yolj.
Ject has to Struggle with some

Face you with the need to capture evidence of 3 ¢ '
Gripping observational documentary usually dt?als with the behavior of
people trying to accomplish things. Documf.:nt:.irles expose the elements of
good dramatic writing by revealing these principles at work in [ife,

Allow you to see how in active characters, issues
decisions create new issues

haracter making decisions,

flow from decisions, and

Demonstrate how character-driven documentaries are no different from

character-driven fiction. Well-conceived documentary is thus a laboratory [
for character-driven drama.

* Show how editing must impose brevity, compression, and rhythm. In
fiction this has to be injected at the writing stage. Thus, documentary

teaches why the elements of good writing involve brevity, compression, and
action.

; i usly create
* License a director and camera crew to improvise and spontaneously

- - e i ing, a crucial
* Give directors advance experience of participants 51an1¥ lzei:g:iuring he
benchmark for knowing when actors have reached that sta
search for spontaneity

2 fiction director
* Teach the director to catalyze truth from participants, so a
can learn to do the same with actors

: £ is really writing i
* Pose the same narrative problems as fiction, thus giving what ..
€xperience _

- ic evidence :

* Help the whole crew to see all human action as dramati .

° s
ife. This accustom
* Be shot in real time, when drama must be plucked from life
directors to thinking on their feet.

rock
; - ment are the s
* Establish that the risk/confrontation/chemistry of Ih;if glc‘))n

In trade of both documentary and improvisational fic

; Aestbet!.(:s)
i : earinon. B hniques and
I;d the sister volume to this book, Directing: Film Techniq

oo rehearsals for

4. ([Boston: Focal Press, 2003], 67-69), 1 advocate covel;lhﬂg ir:parficularly
ction film g4 i they were documentary material and suggest

usefyl fop
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e Discovering best camera positions

aming and movements as something subservient
0

e Practicing camera fr
actors’ movements

e Revealing performance inequities

Demystifying the relationship be

the screen

e Seeing the need

e Giving experience of working with non
experienced

e Helping to spot clichés,

e Helping prepare actors

regression that follows t
adapting to a here-and-now actuality

on the screen

cween live performance and its results o
n

for rewrites based on the screen results
_actors or actors who are marginally

bad acting habits, and areas that are forced or false

for the presence of the camera—thus lowering th,
he introduction of camera when shooting begins §

e Posing problems of

Not so long ago, documentary was considered a lower form of filmmakin

sideline for those not up to anything better. Now it is perceived quite differentig’ :
as a vibrant way to experience what the veteran Hollywood cinematogra 3}11—-
Haskell Wexler calls “real filmmaking.” Through experience in handling Eo;{
actors in an improvisatory genre and through using the full range of cinema skills
to tell a story, a documentary director gets a supreme preparation for the greate
artistic and industrial demands of fiction. These include writing, directing actmrsr
leading a l?rge crew, and spending a fortune each working day. Not everyoné
wants to give up documentary freedoms to become a latter day Napoleon, but
make no mistake—the option to do so is now distinctly present. ’

Ip
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‘«h what matters to you most, S0 you cap do

Rbight novxll( ngtllllzﬁt; tt‘; eeit::,) ltl(s)hthis is already inside you and clo.s? at hang.
%}tozlvrill ersetvz‘:l)rit;;elf if——c;;ndidly and in private——-yollll1 I{lilacll(c tf:ﬁﬁ rlzrrl(;:ilslon?l self.
profiles in the projects that follow. Some people wi ; nov(;(; e f0r0neo what
they expected; others will be surprised (as I was) to disc years they

have been overlooking the obvious.

FIND YOUR LIFE ISSUES

begins with discarding everthing outside a few strong
| concerns. Whatever unfailingly arouses you to thege
strongly partisan feelings comes fron} a mark you’ve absorbeld.E'll"hei ff{arks ¥
carry, and the issues they bring, will be few gnd personal. hxp oring Fhem
sincerely and intelligently through your films will deeply touc your audience
and keep you busy for life. Unfortunately, filmmakers often seem willing to settle
for a superficial understanding of these rpatters—far more o than writers or
painters, for instance. Here are a few projects to help you begin the process of

introspection.

Finding your central issues
emotional and psychologica

PROJECTS

PROJECT 10-1: THE SELF-INVENTORY

To discover your issues and themes, and thus what you can give to others, start
with a non-judgmental inventory of your most moving experiences. This should
be straightforward, because the human memory retains only what it finds sig-
nificant. If you already have a good handle on your underlying issues, take the
inventory anyway—you may be surprised. Honestly undertaken, this project
reveals life events that are key in your formation. Acknowledging them will urge
you to work at exploring the underlying issues.
Here’s what to do:

1. Go somewhere private and write rapid, short notations just as they come to
mind of major experiences in which you were deeply moved (to joy, to rage,

to panic, to fear, to disgust, to anguish, to love, etc.). Keep going until you
have ten or a dozen.

2. Stand back and organize them into two or three groups. Name each group
and 'deﬁne any relationship or hierarchy you can see between them. Some
moving experiences will be positive (with feelings of joy, relief, discovery,
laughter), but most will still haye disturbing emotions attached to them, such
a}:_embarrassmept, shame, or anger. Make no distinction, for there is no such
thing as a negative or positive truth. To discriminate is to censor, which is just

another way to prolong th il
: g the endless and w tability.
Truth is truz el asteful search for accep
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VISV }ft as if you were developing a fictional character. Your object is not
to psyc! Oanfa yze yourself or to find ultimate truth (those would be impossi-
ble): it is to fashion a temporary authorial role that you can play with all your

. Because it’ . 3 ;
heart Cause 15 4 role, not a str aitjacket, you can change it, evolve it, and
improve it as you go.

Now wnfite notes t hat, without disclosing anything too private, will enable you
to describe objectively and aloud to a group or class:

A. The main r.nm_'ks your life bas left on you during formative experiences. Keep
your description of the experiences to a minimum and concentrate on their
effects, not their causes.

Example:

“Growing up in an area at war, I had an early fear and loathing of uniforms and
uniformity. When my father came home after the war, my mother became less
accessible, and my father was closer to my older brother, so I came to believe 1
must do things alone.”

B. Two or three themes that emerge from the marks you carry

Examples:
“Separation breeds self-sufficiency.”
“Someone taking what you value can motivate you to fight for your rights.”

“Good work often starts out on the wrong foot.”

C. Several different characters for which you feel unusual empathy. These can
be people you know, types of people, or people who exist and whom you
could contact.

Examples:
A friend from an orphanage who bad to overcome difficulty with intimacy
A friend who vents bis anger through anti-globalization protests

An older woman who fought to regain the job that ber boss gave to someone
younger

D. Two or three provisional film topics. Make them different but all focused on
your central concerns. Displacing concerns into other areas of life avoids
autobiography and lets you explore new worlds with authority. Choose
worlds that reflect the concerns to which you are already committed.

Examples:

Anyone whose existence is complicated by baving to keep their his or ber secret
(such as a gay person in the military)

39;11eone overcoming a situation where he or she is made to feel unacceptably
ifferent

":‘"yone forced into a lesser role and who finds ways to assert that be or she still
as valye
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PROJECT 10-2: USING DREAMS TO FIND YOUR PREOCCUPATIONS

. : resses itself unguard.
Keep a log of your dreams, because it is here the mind E:Se S perad ot ii t:;csie
edly and in surreal and symbolic imagery. Unless yOl; months before commpgy,
dream activity, you may have to keep a record over many

next to you
denominators and motifs begin showing up. Keep lﬂ nOt::;?;h S Writgit éolz:-,;il,
and awake gently so that you hold onto the dream 9&18 il B e
When you get really interested in this work, you will 2 i will ot B Doyl r
a good dream in order to write it down. Needless to say, this Popular

; ror: . e - ,
Wlth];r;e[izosfrif ;I;cr)ljzl;:t a series of forceful and disturbing images. By keeping

track of the dream rather than going straight to an ipterpretatlon, yoflz can lr(etum
and reinterpret as you amass more material. Recurring images are often a key to

your deepest thematic concerns.

PROJECT 10-3: ALTER EGOS

Some people believe we each have a single'true se!f, others that we are made of
multiple personalities, each evoked by partlgulaF circumstances. True or not_, the
latter view is convenient for storytelling, which is what documel.'itary really is. In
this exercise you uncover those characters or situations to which you resonate
and supplement what you did in the previous project with an additional and
different self-characterization.

L. List six or eight fictional characters from literature or film with which you
have a special affinity. This becomes more interesting when you respond to
darker and less tangible qualities. Rank the characters by their importance to
you.

2. Do the same thing for any public figures important to you, such as actors,
politicians, sports figures, etc.

3. Make a list of influential friends or family, people who exerted a strong influ-

Cce on you at some time. Leave out immediate family (often too complicated
because they are too close)

4. Taking the top two or three in
predicament they have in comm
you can see they represent.

5. From what you discover from points 1 t

glj\fe);gu Zan (;lescribe to the group or class. To direct js to play a role, always.
. P one from your own qualities, but make the role more defined, pas-

. h S1 a 0 a i i i i
. : : natlve €

each list, write briefly about any dilemma or
on, and what mythical or archetypal qualities

0 4, develop an ideal authorial role

you direct. tve role that you can try to uphold as
6. Describe either in the groy ,
be doing. 870U or on paper what king of work this person should

PROJECT 10-4: WHAT 1§ THE FAMILY DRAMA >
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1. The main drama in your family. If there are several,
you mOst (examples: the impact of the family busi
covering that Uncle Wilfred is a cross-dresser, or th
her father wanting all his children to become musi

pick th.e one that affecteq
ness going bankrupt, dis.

e-effect on your mother of
cians).

2. What you learned as a result of the way the family drama played out
3. What kind of subjects you now feel qualified to tackle as a result

PROJECT 10-5: PITCHING A SUBJECT

Funding agencies and commissioning editors who put support behind some film
projects rather than others are extremely influenced by a good pitch (oral pre-
sentation) because they know how difficult it is to have all your thinking together.
Prepare your ideas so that you can make a 4-minute pitch of a documentary idea
1o the group or class. Your words should be colorful and your enthusiasm should
convey a clear, almost pictorial, sense of what the film will be like and why it
should be made. Rehearse in front of a mirror so that you can make an appeal-
ing presentation that includes the following:

1. Outline of the
A. Background to the topic
B. Character(s) and what makes him or her (them) special
C. Problem or situation that puts the main character(s) under revealing
pressure
D. Style of the coverage and the editing

2. Description of any changes or growth you expect during the filming

3. Statement of why it’s important to make this film and why you are motivated
to make it

Now listen to your audience’s comments, take notes, and keep completely quiet!
Your film has had its chance to communicate; now study its effect so that you
can reconfigure it. This is the first chance to “show” a possible film to an audi-
ence and to get a first response.

4.

Several days later, pitch your film again, taking into account all the critique
that you found useful.

. Pitch it a third time and see what your audience thought of the latest version.
Even if the idea hasn’t improved, your delivery of it probably has.
Make a habit of pitching a new idea every week to anyone who will listen
and respond. You will be amazed at how many good ideas you can come up
Wlt}} and how much you learn from doing this. You will only be afraid of
having your ideas stolen if you have too few.

PROJECT 10-6: GOALS SUMMARY
T .
® Summarize your goals, finish the following prompts:

L. Th
5 ¢ theme or themes that arise from my self-studies are. ..

e I
3 he changes for which I want to work are. ..
- The Rinds

40 of subject for which I feel most passionately are . . .

ther ;
"mportant goals 1 have in mind are . . .

] A




126

IDENTITY AND Ayr,,

FINDING YOUR WORK’S PATH

The self-profiles with which you have been eXPeflff’entlr;lg ?o;l(li'?rglg You cloge,
to an inner self that is searching for its own artistic pa;.lt . Yo i lite has given yq

special understanding of certain forc§s and the wayt'lt ey Wotrh In ; € world, ang
this inner force wants you to commit yourself to showing these forces a Work

and to express what you feel about them.

IF YOU LOSE YOUR WAY

Filmmaking has risks that arise from its social nature. To some degree we all
depend on the approval of those we like apd respect, so you can‘lose your owy
point of view in the face of the orthod.oxms and CIILICISMS coming from theg,
around you. Because film is made and viewed colle_ctlvely, you will need 5 Strong
sense of purpose if you are to hold on to the meaning of your own work, Never,
ever alter more than small details of your work after criticism until you haye had
considerable time to reflect.

PROGRESS AND THE ARTISTIC PROCESS

When you engage in work, the work’s process will release fresh dimensions of
understanding. This is the creative process, something that is cyclical and end-
lessly fascinating, and brings us closer to others. In documentary the learning
process is lengthy and demanding. At the beginning you get clues, clues lead to
discoveries, discoveries lead to movement in your work, and movement leads to
new clues and a new piece of work in which to evolve them. Work—whether a
piece of writing, a painting, a short story, a film script, or a documentary—is
therefore both the evidence of movement and an inspiration to continue.

Our work becomes both the trail and the vehicle for our own evolution. We
get help at this in mysterious ways. Goethe said, “The moment one definitely
commits oneself, then Providence moves too. All sorts of things occur to help
one that would never otherwise have occurred.” His wake-up call to the pro-
crastinator is delightfully pithy: “Art is long, life short; judgment difficult, oppor-
tunity transient.”

Finding and acting on the self-discovery material in this chapter means taking
chances and trusting that it will lead somewhere. If you work closely with other
people (as I hope you do), you will need to take chances, because having people
listen and react to your story is vital to discovering and accepting it yourself

PRIVACY AND COMPETITION ISSUES

The person who chooses to take the buyll by the horns and work in the arts cannct
logically remain private. In any group you’ll see how the people of courage; eve‘s
when they are shy by nature, go out on a limb while others who make 23 Orv'
of self-assurance are actually too afraid to show themselves. Telling your Stl(:: "
to creative partners is important, for we cannot urge liberation on others i
we also work to liberate ourselves.

~

w
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HOSTILE ENVIRONMENTS

;f(?j :)ec;stp zgi?:lﬂilﬁe:\f:;l; 21:511:0;15 are nurturing yet demanding, and in them
: ! ver time. Some, however, do not support the
kind of se!f exposure I hav.e been advocating. The personal chemistry is wrong
or the environment is dominated by intensely competitive personalities-—usuaﬂ;'
because p;;qwsgfisa patronage, or other advantages are being held out to
favorites. These distortions are a common fact of life, deplorable but something
you must find ways to circumvent. You cannot await ideal circumstances before
getting down to what’s important. Choose your work partners very, very care-
fully. With a good partner you can handle just about anything. ,

If you feel you are not making good progress as a film author, don’t despair.
Do production W(_)rk for other people. It will keep you in situations of change
and growth. Having something to say, and being ready to say it, more often
emerges from times of conflict and struggle than it does from comfort and con-
tentment. Overcoming dilemmas and hard times is vital to one’s learning and
development, something that for the active mind continues from film to film, rela-
tionship to relationship, role to role, and cradle to grave.
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PREP

. ing time: ; i
Geting ns 0 shooing S5, ven i 303 b nbody

i i ior to shooting. Origir. 1.
all the considerations prio tiginal,
Zur yor?;tselcf:)r:: 1.lfcr:))r‘:aertalent (whatever that is) bl;lt iroénh the work of
sv.cl):tiined determined thinking- Wﬂt'mg'?ﬁ;f;ei%lilxt;n - Check back With
’ i jonnaire 1 :
the Form and Aesthetics Questio : - A
18. Make a rough budget (se€ the Budget Planning Form later in this chapte

- : d consists of writing the film
; + This is optional an you ge
13, .Wrtte 4 ;2?(;";?;r developing the research. A treatment and a sam ‘
in your hen you apply for money (see The Treatment),

may be necessities W ‘ = o
20. Obtain permissions. Secure a commitment (prefera yin writing) of time el
? intend to film. If you intend to shoot i i

. .

cities you now must have permission from the authorities to film in the Streetg
or on public transportation.

).

ple reel

Once shooting becomes definite:

21. Secure your crew.

22. Make a shooting schedule and build in options to deal with foreseeable dif-
ficulties, such as inclement weather or unavailability of a major element o
participant.

23. Do any necessary trial shooting to
A. “Audition” doubtful participants
B. Work out communications with a new crew
C. Set standards for work you are going to do together
D. Test new or unfamiliar technology

THE DOCUMENTARY PROPOSAL

Everyonel dreads writing the proposal, which is so necessary when you have to
communicate your intentions, and particularly when it comes to fundraising.
However, ts most important function is forcing you to clarify the organizational
and ther'natlc analysis you have (or have not) developed during research. Then,
as the time comes to pitch your film (that is, to seek support through making

\{erbal. presentations .of it), you will be able to draw a clear and forcefully attrac-
tive picture of your intentions,

Another useful function is that the proposal helps prepare you to direct the

capture and catalyze) materials that will really add up ©

The proposal al . N
documentar)}) itselfz.a o shows how wel you intend to fulfill the conditions O.f

should Always depending on the kind of film you are making it
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e Tell a good story

e Make human truths, both large and small _
evidence, not just verha] description all, emerge through behavioral

e Present a personal,
condition

e Inform and emotionally move the audience

critical Perspective on Some aspect of the human

Like a gripping piece of fiction, the successful documentary usually incorporates

o Well-placed exposition of neces

sary information (facts or context placed not
too early or too late)

o Interesting characters that are actively trying to do of get something
e Events that emerge from the characters’ needs

¢ Dramatic tension and conflict between Opposing forces

* Suspense—not people hanging off cliffs, but situations that intrigue your
spectators and make them anticipate, wonder, compare, and decide

e Confrontation between conflicting persons, factions, or elements

* A climax in the tension between opposing elements or forces

* A resolution (happy or sad, good or bad, satisfying or not)
® Development in at least one major character or situation

These criteria may seem too much in bed with traditional fiction to fit docu-
mentary, but most of these points apply to stories of all kinds, even the most
experimental. Look again at your favorite documentaries and see whether they
incorporate these dramatic ingredients. I bet when you look closely they do.

Keep on writing and rewriting the proposal until it is succinct, free of redun-
dancy, and effortless to read. A good proposal demonstrates how you expect to
meet the implicit expectations of documentary and that you really understand
the genre. Experienced funders know that thin or muddled writing will lead to
thin or muddled filmmaking. Conversely, whoever can think and write clearly is
on the way to excelling in the more demanding work of making films.

DOCUMENTARY PROPOSAL ORGANIZER

The Proposal Organizer following will help you write a proposal or develop a
Prospectus package as you search for financial support. Think of its categories
like the pigeonholes in a mail sorting office. A well-researched film will have
Something substantia] and different to put in most, if not all. If you find you’ve
Put similar material into more than one classification, go to further drafts until
Material is presented only once and in its rightful place. This is very important.

~ For simplicity the proposal organizer is geared toward a short and uncom-
Ph.cated film, but it works well for something longer and more complex. Every-
ing you write should be brief, because a completed proposal should not be

DUger than four or five pages. Use the Proposal Organizer as the first step toward
¢ nal vergiop,
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PROPOSAL ORGANIZER

Working title Format

T e,
Director Camera e
Sound Editor

i,
Others (Role) (Role) § i - S

1. WORKING HYPOTHESIS and INTERPRETATION. What are
suasions about the world you are going to show in your film, t
ment” you want to emerge out of the film’s dialectics? Writ
statement that incorporates the following wording:

In life I believe that (your philosophy regarding the Particular [jif,.

principle that your film will exemplify)

My film will show this in action by exploring (situation)

My film’s main conflict is between and A

My film’s point of view, or its POV character, will be

I expect my film’s structure to be determined by

The subject and point of view suggest a style that is

Ultimately I want the audience to feel

. +..and to understand that

2. TOPIC and EXPOSITION. Write a paragraph that includes
A. Your film’s subject (person, group, environment, social 1ssue, and so
on)

B. Expository information (factual or other background information) so

that the reader can see the enclosed world into which you are going
to take us

3. ACTION SEQUENCES. Write a brief paragraph about any sequence that
will show characters, an event, or an activity. (A sequence is usually delin-
eated by being in one location, one chunk of time, or an assembly of mate-
rials to show one topic.) For each, describe
A. The sequence’s expected action

What information or persuasion it contributes to the film
C. The agendas or conflicts you expect it to evidence
D. Any useful metaphors it will suggest
I]i:.. Any special, symbolic, or emblematic imagery it will contain
G

Youyr per-
he “State-
€a hYPOthesis

TOmMmUOE »

What structures the events (especially through time)
- What the sequence will contribute to the film as a whole
4 MAIN CHARACTERS. Write briefly about cach main charactes

including ;

A. The person’s identity—name, relationship to others in film—and b*
or her qualities

B. What he or she contrib

C. The metaphoric role
else is in the film

utes to your film’s story ; cods
you see this person occupying in relation ¢

/

what
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D. What this characy
the situati € Wants to gey o do i ;
uation In relation to the others or to
E. Any direct sp :

: eech q
this person js about

£ FRF%7

. What other Principles (

- of opinion, v; "
issue 3 > VIEW, Vision, and so on) you see at

i
=g
Qo
@
2.
2
(¢]
3
o,
Q

6. SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE. What wil] th;
trays, and what is the social signifi
to watch this film?

ground and interests, impels you to make the film? This indicates whether

you have the energy, passion, and commitment to stay the course and
make an outstanding film.

8. AUDIENCE, ITS KNOWLEDGE AND PREJUDICES. A documentary
should anticipate the expectations—both right ones and wrong—of its
audience. Your film is in a dialogue with these prejudices and must extend,
subvert, or endorse them. Complete the following:

A. My intended audience is (don’t write “Everyone!”™) _
B I can expect the audience to know _____ but not to know

C. T assume positive audience prejudices are and negative
ones are

D. Countervailing facts, ideas, and feelings that my audience needs to
experience are

7. TO-CAMERA INTERVIEWS. Because “talking heads” have been
overused they are now out of favor, but they do make good safety cov-
crage. Also, a well-recorded track can be used as voice-over narration or
interior monologue. For each intended interviewee, list
A. Name, age, gender

B. Job, profession, or role . .
C. Metaphoric role in your film’s dramatic str11<1ctur .
D. Main elements that your interview will seek to esta

10. STYLE, Shooting or editing style that might augment or counterpoint

Your film’s content. Comment on - 2
A, Documentary genre you are using, and how this affects the film’s sty

Point of view and how this affects shooting and editing styles




son, ironic tension, etc.

11. TONE. Describe the progression of moods
and the film’s prevailing tone.
12. STRUCTURE. Write a brief paragraph on how you might structure yoy,

film. Consider
How you will handle the progression of time in the film

How and through whom the story will be told

What elements in the film (such as a process, journey, season, etc) thy
will probably structure the film

How important information will emerge

What will probably be the climactic sequence or “crisis” in your stor
and where in the structure this might go %
F.  What other sequences will become the falling action after the “crisis”

13. RESOLUTION. Your film’s ending is your last word. It exerts a stron
influence on the film’s final impact. Write a brief paragraph about hov;g;
you imagine your film ending and what meaning you foresee it establish-
ing for the audience. If the events could go in more than one direction. i
is entirely realistic to hypothesize different endings. &

of the film as you see thep,

mO owWp

THE PROPOSAL

The final proposal will probably be presented to a fund, foundation, or televi-

sion ¢ —that’s i
hannel—that’s if they fund at the conceptual stage, which is rare today

unless
) you have a stellar track record. You may be canvassing individual

nvestors. Note that a good title f ;
R or your fil i
SIgmll}mg ffour wares and attracting syupportm is an extremely important part of
t : . : .
ferentsfleadei rigiorr:tat_mn you col!ected in the Proposal Organizer under the dif
the foundation, %f)ungng selected information in the order that will work best for
informatively ;nd , Or cllllannel to which you are applying. Write compactly,
the film in the v‘,rritli)lf(l)ge tl%ii: so that the reader can “see” all the essentials of
brevi * means summoni . .
Olf'evxtY. Expect to go through 10 to 20 draf(imlr)lgf uP the essence Wlth'mammum
ygru. . s before you have something worthy
ypically a proposal will include the followin
. -
Cover sheet (1 page) B

®
Program description (

. S i
Ynops 1
Psis of the Project, maybe in 2§ words or |
€SS

* Treatmen;
eXplainin .
ormat (16mm, film, %)\?%CAkgrou“d information, structure, theme, style

0' . N,
POINt of yiey, M, Digital BetaCam, HDTV, etc.), v0ict an

3 pages)

-

I —
C. Narration (if there is to be any, and by whom) P e
D. Lighting moods
E. Visual and other rhythms .
F.  Any intercutting or parallel storytelhpg '
G. Intended juxtaposition of like or unlike materials to create compar;.



CHAPTER 25

DIRECTING PARTICIPANTS

| processes that make documentary

This chapter deals with the psychologica
like actors. It also deals, of course, with some of the physical

participants quite
processes of directing. It covers

e Issues concerning participants
e Self-image and self-consciousness W
o Action and doing as the remedy
e Mannerisms and habits in participants

hen under scrutiny

e Camera issues
e More axis and other filming issues, as introduced in Chapter 12: Screen

Grammar
e Scene breakdown and making notes to help you function

e Rationale for secure or insecure camera (handheld or tripod mounted)

e Social and formal issues
o Making use of social breaks

® Wrapping for the day
o How few limits there really are to documentary

ISSUES CONCERNING PARTICIPANTS

IN SEARCH OF NATURALNESS

People often ask documentary makers, “How do you get P
n}f'turalli » Of course, you are tempted t:) shake youryheac% sage
oyt e ot e e, S
s Jirertorig] 1 than is, say, a satisfactory dramatic Structur® - curah
orial skill. When all the participants are uniformly unn?

A

eople t©
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ou SOmet.imeS REG T A dO-iF-yourself show, it is the direction that is at fault.
The key lies 10 th.e way you brief your participants, as we shall see.
[nterviewing 18 just one way to direct a documentary, Overused, it leads to
stalking head” film. In an oral history work in which nothing but survivors
are left to photogr ap.h, this may be the f_)nl}’ film possible. Most directors,
howeveh take great pains to S,ho_w people active in their own settings, doing what
the norﬂ}ally do. In part, this is to spare the audience from the hypnotic inten-
sity of being talked at for long periods. We prefer to judge character and moti-
sation not by what people say but by what they do and how they do it. Film is

aherently behavioral, so agti-ons speak louder than words. Having something
{amiliar to do also sets participants at ease.

$o you might want to shgot the subject of your film in his tamily life, at work
nstructing an e.mploy.'ee, or in the nc_aighborhood bar playing pool with cronies.
But each situation will be stereotypical unless it contributes behavioral revela-
tion about either the .sub]ect or %ns milieu. There is also another slight hitch. For
most people, normality only exists when they don’t feel watched. I once filmed
in a glass-door factory, and one of the workers, who had spent years passing
frames through a machine, completely lost her facility as soon as we turned on
the camera. To her embarrassment the frames began to jam or miss the jet of
rubber sealer solution. Why? Because she had begun thinking about her actions
instead of just doing them.

When a person feels under intense scrutiny, his whole sense of himself
can fragment. The implications are critical in documentary because we aim
to capture people as they really are. Sudden attacks of self-consciousness wreck
the process. The factory worker, feeling she must “act,” lost automatic harmony
with her machine, and there was nothing I could do except reassure her that this
sometimes happens. So we waited until she managed a few rounds in her old
thythm. It was a striking example of the mind impeding the body’s habitual

function and shows that you must be able to help people stay inside their own
normality,

THE MIND-BODY CONNECTION

T}_le Russian actor and dramatic theorist Konstantin Stanislavski has important
things to say about the mind’s effect on the body. He says that every interior state
% an outward and visible manifestation. In everyday life we discharge our
Actions and relationships quite unthinkingly, and we depend on a wellspring of
*Sumptions about who and what we are and how we affect others.
fanislavski points out that when an actor becomes self-conscious, he loses
ter‘;“;sr;’d(that is, he stops experiencing the thoughts :fmcll errllotions of .his charac-
a0 s t?elvery v1s1'b'le effect is that he loses conviction in every.ti_nng ‘fle by
Sl ¢ a:.' tis the ability to focus, to shut out the anxious and critical other
g whor 18 behind everyone’s ability to function naturally. _Through investigat-
torg ¢, made some actors convincing and others not, Stan1§lavsk1 r(?ahz'ed that
Occupiedn perform naturally and believably only when their attention is fully
Y the thoughts and actions of their characters. To this end, director
fogether generate “work” natural to the actor’s role, because any
ty for unstructured thought will let the ever-anxious mind take over.

ACtor
*PPortyp;

i lde? ¥id
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even fear of losing focus, leads to uiluss of f()cu:s, SO traine(
r by remaining mentally anc! physwally occupied,

The paradox is that only by.mcntlal and physical f()(,ll.l:S is a 1}crsm‘1 relaxeq
enough—whether acting or lcadmg'hls or her personal 1fe-——to. unction em.
tionally and authentically. At such times the person has the b()dl'ly, mental, apq
cmotio'nnl unity that comes from pursuing goals important to him or her, As 4
director you can, with an effort of will, tell from a person’s body languagc
whether he or she is focused or internally divided and troubled.

The key to directing actors, or to directing what Bill Nichols calls “social
actors” (people “only playing themselves” in a documentary), is identical. Mgk,
sure that

Insecurity, of all kinds,
actors stay in characte

® Any actors on camera have plenty to do so that they aren’t stultified by self.
consciousness
* Anything you ask them to do is organic to their life

If you ask a mother and daughter to let you film them washing the dishes 4
night, ask them to sustain a conversation as well. They start to discuss the next
day, and now having so much familiar physical and mental activity to keep alive
they relax into obliviousness of the camera. ’

The least helpful thing to say is, “Just be yourself.” It seems to set people

worrying: What did he really mean? How does he see me? And which me does
he really want? So,

® Do ask a participant to do something
® Do not ask him or her to be anything (natural, normal, etc.)

If you are shopting a scene of two brothers making dinner, ask what they would
usually be.domg. If they say “Talking,” ask what they usually talk about, and
pick a topic that relates well to your intended film. ,
ural (;?Ea(st(i)(l)l;tffn bt ° keeﬁ[;lng a participant engaged and natural during the unnat-
M eing filmed is to use the_ technique of reflexivity, that is, delib-
of the mmcinde | e piarltllqpant S relatlopshlp with those behind the camera as part
oncoreone: ¥ [())u mlﬁgl t Incorporate his or her questions, doubts, jokes, and even
it by e l;)ut rgmg; hovyever, tf_lis may backfire if the participant deals
e i benease y throwmg the-mitiative back on the film crew. A direc-
2 rodes o mic<.)mela character in his or her own film, will usually give only
the e on’I:lma response. Then a vacuum develops at the threshold that
and the Driyey's V;;OSS. In Nlck_Broomﬁeld’s hilarious The Leader, The Driver
disingenuousneny | 1 cel (1992), this threshold is justified. Broomfield uses boyish
reblanche (sj 0 draw out the South African white ist Eugene Ter
€ (8i¢) and we k full il P in other
flms of this type. v o o, (Ul well why Broomfield holds back. But in of
naked, eyen g1 tim’es i nlthhe director’s manipulation that stands uncomfortably
0ss McElwee’s otherwise sophisticated Sherman’s s

(1989).

| T
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When you are making a nonreflexive, transparent” film, te participants
o That in documentary we shoot far more than w

: 4 € use, so they shouldn’t w
about mistakes or silences because you expect

to edit

o To ignore the crew’s presence and not look at the camerq,
from falling into the trap of “playing to the audience.”
by concentrating on their jobs, avoiding eye contact, and
verbal feedback.

orry

This prevents them
The crew can help
giving no facial or

When you are making a reflexive film, tell participants that

¢ They can talk to you or to the camera as they wish

o They can do anything or go anywhere as they need to in their work or other
activity that is being filmed

o Nothing is off limits, and no thought or subject of conversation is disallowed

o The object of filming is to catch things as they happen, and that filming is
part of the happening

Should participants feel that you are trying to manipulate or misrepresent them,
even by cheerleading as an audience, they may become uncomfortable and unco-
operative, or they may relish the appreciation, which will show on the screen.
If you establish justifiable and trustworthy reasons for making the film, par-
ticipants usually take part with good will, naturalness, and spontaneity. This can
be very revealing when an oppressive middle-aged couple, for example, falls into
a recurring argument about what food the dog should have tomorrow. Domes-
ticity of this kind happens on the documentary screen because participants
become used to working with you and enjoy giving you who they are. Not infre-
quently people reveal their abiding passions. I once filmed elderly miners describ-
ing the bitter days of the 1926 General Strike in England. We filmed overlooking
the mine in question, and the camera went within 2 feet of the miners’ faces as
they relived the greatest events of their lives. They lost all awareness of being
ﬁ_lme.d because they were reliving events that embodied the deepest and most divi-
SIVE Issues in their community. Qur camera’s attention lent the moment a special
Ega‘”t}’ and meaning, so their involvement was deeply emotional and left them
attention to spare for how they might appear to us or to the world beyond
our camery,
an dlaon:; $aw the same thing during a drama imprqvisation wf,len Aiden Quinn
b ei. . tner gfterward. had no memory of our roving camera’s presence. They
'maginatim?o nvolved in the Improv to even notice it. Life being l.1ved in the
consumed b and drama can be one and the same Fhmg—consummg. People
¥ the moment are most deeply and revealingly themselves.

SELE.
T MAGE AND SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS

€ €asiegt '
| Others, 0 People to work with are those who are oblivious of their effect on
‘ p
WEY CenS()

. Itey cople and small children are natural because there is no ego, no

tat work. With this indicator in mind, you can predict who is going




