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it impossible for this volume to be a

complete and absolutely satisfying
film course text book documenting
the documentary.

The evolution of the cinema as

a whole, and naturally of the docu-

mentary film with all its styles, is
undoubtedly and deeply rooted in

those first striking experiments of the

inventors, the fathers of the cinema.

The film, and especially the subse-

quent documentary film, cannot be
comprehended and analysed without

an understanding of how the whole

phenomena of the cinema sprang out

within a particular historical, ecо-

nomical, social and political context.

Those early films, and their

impact on both educating spectators

in perception and appreciation of the

cinema as well as the course that

filmmaking has taken because of the

early experiments, need to be intro-

duced to properly set the grounds for

analysis. Some scholars could argue

that the borders between fiction and

actuality in those early films were
somewhat blurry and that the docu-

mentary film with its styles was not

really defined until later years. How-

ever, one should remember that the

word documentary had existed in the

cinema vocabulary even before the

first feature documentary was made.

Many of the early production

companies that sprang up around the

world, inspired by the success of
Lumiere brothers, some of them

founded by former peep-show opera-

tors, started with non-fiction items -

calling them documentaries, topic-
als, interest films, actualities,

educationals, expedition films and
travel films (which after 1907 were

called travelogues). The non-fiction

films were actuality items and did

not use actors. Their makers rejected
the theatre as a model for motion

pictures.

Some documentaries involved

deliberate performance for the cam-

era to better represent and document

the people and events. Even though

some scholars might point out that

such practices take away the purity

from the documentary form, one
could argue here to what extend, if at

all, the cinema is able to objectively
represent reality. The camera in the

filmmaker's hand does filter and

interpret the reality the very moment

it frames an object. The final prod-
uct, the completed film, can be per-

ceived as the outcome, the defini-

tion, or significance, that the film-
maker has assigned, consciously or

not, to the particular fraction of real-

ity he/she focussed on while filming.

However, a still photograph of

a family posing and smiling towards

the camera at a birthday party re-
mains a document of the moment at

that birthday party, when they all

said cheese. The people are real, the

still photograph represents reality

and nobody questions its documen-

tary value. There will be no differ-

ence in the actuality of the document

if such family moments were filmed

by a professional filmmaker. The
family would wave and smile and

say cheese on the screen. The situa-

tion and the people still will be real,
and the scene will be a document of

the birthday party.

In Documenting the Documen-

tary the essays by Barry Keith Grant,

William Rothman and Jeffery Ruoff

address the similarities and differ-

ences between fiction and documen-

tary. William Rothman's essay on

Robert Flaherty's Nanook of the
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North is the opening essay in this
volume.

The first feature length docu-
mentary, Nanook of the North, 1922,

marks the rebirth of documentary

film after its decline which began
around 1907. Nanook of the North

was made by Robert J. Flaherty, and

it was a product of twenty years of

exploring, living with Eskimos, and

almost a decade of film activity.
Hailed by almost all critics, after its

premiere in New York, the film was

a box-office success, and its fame

spread rapidly throughout the world.

Nanook and his creator, Flaherty,
have been criticized on various

grounds by some scholars.

William Rothman argues in his

essay that "Flaherty distorts the real

way of life of Nanook's family in

order to tell a story about a man's
heroic efforts to keep his family alive

in a harsh natural environment",

while underplaying "the encroach-

ments of the modern world". He says

that Flaherty's film does not contrib-

ute to a "body of scientific knowl-

edge of human cultures". This criti-

cism, however, without the historical

context and understanding of Flaher-

ty's intention, misrepresents the

film's relationship to ethnographic
film.

Flaherty, as he entered the Es-
kimo world, knew that he was one of

the intruders, and he saw the deterio-

ration at work but he also had

glimpses of what seemed an earlier

nobility. The explorer deliberately
banished the intruder from the world

he portrayed, and the film was made

with the full collaboration of Eski-

mos who supported Flaherty's pur-

pose. Flaherty wrote: "I am not going
to make films about what the white

man has made of primitive pео-
ples...

What I want to show is the for-

mer majesty and character of these

people, while it is still possible -
before the white man has destroyed

not only their character, but the peo-

ple as well. The urge that I had to
make Nanook came from the way I

felt about these people, my admira-
tion for them; I wanted to tell others

about them." Rothman focuses on

three scenes from Nanook and ar-

gues that "Nanook seems poised
between documentary and fiction"

speaking of the relationship between
the camera and the protagonist and

the strategies used by the filmmaker

in order to tell the story.

Although the essay addresses
the very important question, stated
by many film theorists - whether
documentaries are more truthful than

other films - the essay's central sub-

ject, the film Nanook of the North,
has not been presented in a compre-
hensive and fully analytical manner.

Also in questioning the film's contri-

bution to bringing real life to the
screen one thing has been forgotten:

documentaries about The Beatles in

which the musicians smile, make
faces to the camera and tell their own

story in their own way remain docu-

mentaries about The Beatles (who
smile, make faces to the camera and

tell their own story). A documentary
about an Eskimo man who "has a

relationship to the camera" and is

telling his own story still remains a
documentary about that man.

Other ethnographic documenta-

ries are discussed in this volume by
William Guynn (on Song of Ceylon,
made in 1934), Joanne Hershfield
(on Que Viva Mexico!, 1932), Diane


