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Twenty seven essays, written by
twenty seven scholars, have been
compiled in this volume in chrono-
logical order according to the date
the films they analyze were made.
The works discussed here include
examples of national movements and
documentary styles from mainstream
to avant-garde, beginning with the
first commercially released feature
length documentary, Nanook of the
North (1922), through to contempo- INEM A :
rary independent productions.

Each essay, in its distinctive A Journal for Film and

way, represents a different approach : Audiovisual Media
and, as Bill Nichols says in the for- : :
ward, they “provoke reflection and
invite generalization in ways that
easily lead beyond the immediate
topic of study. In this way, like the
work of a good anthropologist, these
essays help us discover what
documentarists and their viewers
have in common, not measured by
vague abstractions like “religious
belief” or “costume”, “tragic event”
or “personal crises”, but in terms of
concrete textual strategies and forms
in relation to the lived experience of
subjects and audience alike”.
Documenting the Documentary
stands out as a valuable supplement
to the theoretical and conceptual
contemporary writings on documen-
tary. However, the absence of an
analysis of the first existing docu-
mentaries, the short films made dur- Fall 1999
ing the early years of the cinema -
(roughly between 1895-1922), makes




YU

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, eco-
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






