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About the book

In "A New History of Documentary Film, Second Edition," Betsy McLane

provides an insightful and updated exploration of the evolution of

documentary cinema. Advancing upon the foundation laid in the first

edition, she adopts a chronological format that showcases the historical

progression of this genre while ensuring factual accuracy. 

The book introduces significant new themes, expanding the scope of

documentary film studies. Among these, **Experimental Documentary**

highlights innovative approaches that challenge traditional narrative

structures, allowing filmmakers to engage more artistically with reality.

**Visual Anthropology** explores the intersection of documentary

filmmaking and anthropology, emphasizing the importance of cultural

representation and the ethical considerations of depicting marginalized

communities. Meanwhile, **Environmental/Nature Films** focus on the

pressing issues surrounding ecology and conservation, showcasing how

documentaries can influence public perceptions and drive activism regarding

the environment.

McLane also underscores the importance of archival history and

preservation practices within the documentary field, presenting a narrative

that moves through past and present. She addresses contemporary challenges

faced by documentarians, such as the complexities of copyright and fair use,
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which are vital in an era where content creation is continuously evolving.

To further enrich the reader's experience, the book includes updated

recommendations for essential films and scholarly readings at the end of

each chapter, along with a comprehensive bibliography. For added

engagement, a companion website offers audiovisual materials that

complement the text, making it a valuable resource for students, educators,

and film enthusiasts looking to deepen their understanding of documentary

film's role in society and its ongoing transformation. Through this work,

McLane successfully establishes a framework that is both educational and

stimulating, catering to a diverse audience navigating the dynamic landscape

of documentary media.
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About the author

In “A New History of Documentary Film,” Betsy A. McLane takes readers

on an enlightening journey through the evolution of documentary cinema,

emphasizing its intricate relationship with societal change, technological

advancements, and artistic expression. 

The chapters unfold chronologically, starting with the origins of

documentary film in the early 20th century. McLane introduces pioneering

figures such as Robert Flaherty, known for his landmark film "Nanook of the

North," which set a precedent for storytelling in non-fiction. She discusses

how early documentaries were often framed as pure representations of truth,

a theme that would be challenged in later decades.

As the narrative progresses, McLane examines the impact of World War II

and the subsequent rise of television on documentary filmmaking. This

period saw a shift toward more direct social commentary, with filmmakers

like John Grierson advocating for documentaries that not only informed but

also engaged audiences in pressing social issues. The introduction of new

technologies, such as portable cameras, allowed for more intimate and

immediate storytelling, changing the way subjects were captured and

presented.

The 1960s and 70s ushered in an era of radical experimentation and

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


self-reflexivity, with filmmakers like Frederick Wiseman and the emergence

of direct cinema challenging traditional narratives and ethics in

documentary. McLane contextualizes these developments within the broader

cultural upheavals of the time, such as the civil rights movement and

countercultural movements, highlighting how documentaries began to reflect

and shape public discourse.

In the following chapters, McLane explores the documentary's evolution in

the late 20th and early 21st centuries, addressing the influences of

globalization and digital technology. She discusses the proliferation of new

formats and platforms, such as the internet and streaming services, which

democratized documentary filmmaking and expanded its reach. This

democratization, however, raised questions about authenticity and the

blurred lines between fact and fiction.

Throughout the book, McLane not only spotlights key figures and

movements but also includes critical analysis of the genre's ongoing

relevance in contemporary society. She argues that documentaries serve not

merely as historical records but as vital tools for advocacy, storytelling, and

cultural reflection. By weaving together the historical context, technological

advancements, and socio-political dynamics that have shaped documentary

film, McLane crafts a comprehensive narrative that underscores the genre's

significance in art and society.
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In summary, "A New History of Documentary Film" by Betsy A. McLane is

an insightful exploration of how documentaries have evolved in form and

function, revealing their power to effect change and foster understanding in a

complex world.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1 Some Ways to Think About
Documentary

### Some Ways to Think About Documentary

Overview of Documentary as a Creative Mode  

Documentary filmmaking stands alongside narrative fiction and

experimental avant-garde as one of the three main creative modes in cinema.

While narrative fiction relies heavily on storytelling traditions and is a staple

of mainstream film, documentaries distinguish themselves by focusing on

real-life subjects, events, and experiences that seek to inform rather than

entertain.

Key Characteristics of Documentaries  

Five defining traits differentiate documentaries from fictional films:

1. Subjects and Ideologies: Documentaries typically center on factual

 matters, spotlighting public issues rather than personal stories, thereby

aiming to educate audiences about societal realities.

   

2. Purpose, Viewpoint, and Approach: Filmmakers in this genre often
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 intend to inform or persuade viewers, fostering understanding and

engagement with the subject matter.

3. Forms: The structure of documentaries can be more varied and

 functional than that of narrative films, often resembling essays or other

non-narrative forms, reflecting their distinct objectives.

4. Production Methods and Techniques: Authenticity is paramount in

 documentary filmmaking. These films frequently employ non-actors and

real-life scenes, striving for minimal manipulation of visuals and sound to

enhance credibility.

5. Audience Response: Documentaries aim to provoke thought and

 potential action among viewers, emphasizing the subject matter over the

personal style of the filmmaker. 

Historical Context and Development  

The genre's roots can be traced to Robert Flaherty’s groundbreaking work, N

anook of the North (1922), which marked a transformative approach to

 storytelling. John Grierson, who coined the term “documentary,” defined it

as "the creative treatment of actuality." Throughout history, documentaries

have developed alongside various traditions—such as naturalism and

propaganda—evolving in response to social, cultural, and technological
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changes.

Origins of Documentary Filmmaking  

Initially, documentaries captured everyday life and evolved in complexity to

encompass broader cultural commentary and historical documentation,

particularly during significant events like wars. Their use as propaganda

during World War I underscored their powerful capacity to shape public

perceptions and collective understanding.

Modern Documentary Landscape  

In contemporary times, documentary filmmaking has expanded to reflect a

broader diversity of voices, with increased participation from women and

people of color. The convergence of artistry and technology continues to

reshape how documentaries are created and perceived, making the genre

more accessible.

Conclusion  

Grierson's foundational principles continue to resonate, underscoring the

importance of documentary cinema in exploring and reflecting upon the real

world. The genre’s rich historical legacy and its ongoing evolution affirm its

vital role in the film and media landscape, engaging audiences in impactful
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and meaningful conversations.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2 The Work of Robert and Frances
Flaherty

Chapter 2: The Work of Robert and Frances Flaherty

Exploration and Cinematic Beginnings  

Between 1910 and 1915, Robert J. Flaherty ventured into the rugged

landscapes of Canada's Hudson Bay region, initially on a quest for iron ore.

This expedition led to the discovery of the Belcher Islands and marked the

beginning of Flaherty's transformative journey into the realm of

documentary filmmaking. His experiences during this period ignited a

passion for chronicling Inuit life, using the medium of film as a powerful

tool for visual storytelling.

Flaherty's Early Life and Career  

Born in 1884, Flaherty was nurtured by a background steeped in exploration

and photography, fostering an early affinity for capturing the natural world.

His transition from still photography to motion pictures occurred during a

1913-1914 expedition when he began documenting the lives of the Inuit

using newly acquired film equipment. Overcoming significant challenges,

including the destruction of much of his footage in a fire, Flaherty emerged
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with a deeper understanding of the necessity for emotional resonance in his

storytelling.

Creation of *Nanook of the North*  

With financial support from Révillon Frères, Flaherty embarked on creating

*Nanook of the North*, filmed between 1920 and 1922. This

groundbreaking work is recognized as one of the first feature-length

documentaries, offering an intimate glimpse into daily life in the Arctic.

Through stunning visuals, Flaherty showcased traditional survival

techniques and the profound bond between the Inuit and their unforgiving

environment.

Innovative Filming Techniques  

Flaherty distinguished himself with his innovative filmmaking methods,

employing non-actors to enhance authenticity and utilizing long takes to

immerse viewers in the experience. He developed film on location and

embraced advanced techniques, such as panchromatic film, which

augmented the visual richness of his work. His films celebrated the essence

of their subjects, avoiding complex societal portrayals to highlight the

dignity and simplicity inherent in their lifestyles.

Themes and Characteristics in Flaherty's Work  
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Thematically, Flaherty's films often center on family dynamics and the

human spirit's resilience in the face of nature's challenges, notably steering

clear of overt social critiques or dramatic narratives. Instead, his work

unfolds as a visual exposition of cultural practices and intimate family

bonds, employing natural sequences and rich imagery over scripted dialogue

to tell compelling stories.

Legacy and Influence  

While Flaherty's romanticized depictions of his subjects garnered some

criticism, his impact on the landscape of documentary filmmaking and

ethnographic studies is undeniable. His unique approach to storytelling has

influenced generations of filmmakers, emphasizing the shared dignity found

in diverse human experiences. *Nanook of the North* stands as a pivotal

work in the evolution of both documentary and ethnographic film,

exemplifying Flaherty’s artistic vision and deep respect for the cultures he

portrayed.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 3 The Soviets and Political
Indoctrination, 1922–1929

Chapter 3: The Soviets and Political Indoctrination, 1922–1929

Overview of Soviet Film Development  

Following the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, the newly established

Communist government recognized the potential of film as a powerful

medium for education and ideological dissemination. In pursuit of this goal,

they founded the State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK), which became a

crucial training ground for filmmakers. The Soviets embraced film not

merely as entertainment, but as a pivotal tool for propagating the Communist

ideology and shaping public consciousness.

Types of Soviet Nonfiction Films  

During this period, three main types of Soviet nonfiction films emerged:

newsreel-indoctrination series, archival compilations, and epic

documentaries. These films aimed to inform and engage the populace with

messages aligned with state ideology. Among the pioneers in this era was

Dziga Vertov, known for his experimental approach to capturing reality in

film.
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Dziga Vertov and the 'Kino Pravda' Series  

Vertov's influential 'Kino Pravda' series (1922-1925) sought to merge the

immediacy of newsreel reporting with avant-garde artistic techniques.

Through a series of short films, he informed Soviet audiences about the

advancements of the Revolution while addressing pressing social and

political issues. Vertov championed a philosophy of capturing life as it

unfolded, although he often utilized editing and post-production techniques

to craft compelling narratives that reinforced his ideological messages.

Esfir Shub and Compilation Documentary  

A key innovator in documentary filmmaking was Esfir Shub, who

specialized in the compilation film format. Her notable work, 'The Fall of

the Romanov Dynasty,' employed existing footage to reconstruct significant

historical events. Shub's pioneering editing methods emphasized the

transformative power of montage, influencing both Soviet filmmakers and

the international documentary landscape by showcasing how past footage

could be repurposed to evoke new narratives.

Epic Documentaries and Victor Turin  

Victor Turin's 'Turksib' (1929) exemplified the epic documentary style,
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portraying the monumental construction of the Turkestan-Siberian Railway.

The film emphasized Soviet ideals of progress and modernization through

technology, aligning closely with the government's vision for the nation's

future. Turin's blend of documentary authenticity and dramatic storytelling

showcased the potential of film to inspire national pride and collective

effort.

Fiction and Documentary Interrelation  

In the Soviet context, boundaries between documentary and fiction were

frequently blurred, largely due to the centralized control exerted by the state

over the filmmaking process. This allowed filmmakers to craft narratives

that served specific ideological purposes, diverging from Western methods

that were more influenced by market dynamics.

Key Theoretical Contributions of Filmmakers  

Renowned filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, whose works often exhibited

documentary-like qualities, utilized non-professional actors and a formalistic

style to provoke emotional responses and convey political themes

effectively. The commitment of these filmmakers to the ideals of the

Revolution was reflected in their artistic endeavors, fostering a symbiotic

relationship between artistic expression and ideology in Soviet cinema.
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Conclusion  

The innovative techniques and motivations driving early Soviet

documentaries established a foundation for future developments in the

genre. By intertwining education, propaganda, and artistry, these films

played a crucial role within the totalitarian framework of Soviet society,

shaping the cultural landscape in a way that would influence generations to

come.
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Chapter 4: 4 The European Avant-Garde
Experimentation, 1922–1929

Chapter 4: The European Avant-Garde Experimentation, 1922–1929

In the early 1920s, a transformative moment in film history emerged as

documentary and avant-garde styles gained traction, diverging from the

industry-dominating fiction films. These movements arose as responses to

the limitations of traditional narrative cinema, with both seeking to

challenge and expand the expressive potential of film as a medium.

Aesthetic Predispositions

Dissatisfaction with conventional fiction filmmaking stemmed from its

adherence to a narrowly defined realism. Documentarians sought to capture

objective truths of the world, while avant-garde filmmakers pursued

subjective interpretations and aesthetic experimentation. Both groups,

however, aimed to explore complex themes like time and perception,

reflecting broader trends in contemporary art and literature that questioned

the nature of reality and representation.

Avant-Garde and Documentary Techniques
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The avant-garde's early works were characterized by abstraction and

non-objectivity. Pioneers such as Viking Eggeling and Hans Richter crafted

films that played with rhythmic patterns of movement and form. Notably,

"Manhatta" (1921) by Charles Sheeler and Paul Strand offered an abstract

yet evocative portrayal of New York City, merging documentary value with

artistic innovation. The Dadaists and Surrealists, including filmmakers like

Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dalí, further blurred the boundaries between

avant-garde and documentary by creating dreamlike narratives that

juxtaposed the fantastical with harsh realities.

Three City Symphonies

The late 1920s saw the emergence of city symphonies that married the

sensibilities of avant-garde experimentation with documentary storytelling.

Films like Alberto Cavalcanti’s "Rien que les heures" depicted Paris’s social

fabric, while Walther Ruttmann’s "Berlin: Symphony of a Great City"

celebrated the visual poetry of daily urban life. Similarly, Joris Ivens’s

"Rain" captured the sensory interplay between weather and urban

experiences. These films were instrumental in demonstrating how aesthetic

innovation could serve as both art and social commentary within the

cinematic landscape.
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Decline of the Avant-Garde

As the 1930s approached, the advent of sound technology and shifting

societal values precipitated a decline of avant-garde cinema. The focus

began to shift from pure aesthetic exploration toward addressing pressing

social issues, which favored the growth of documentary filmmaking. This

transition mirrored the broader socioeconomic climate, with filmmakers like

Ivens and Ruttmann pivoting to politically engaged projects that reflected

the changing dynamics of both film and society.

Related Films and Books

The chapter highlights critical films from this period, such as "Manhatta"

(1921), "Berlin: Symphony of a Great City" (1927), and "Rain" (1929),

while also referencing influential literature that contextualizes the evolution

of these cinematic movements. Together, these works illustrate the rich

tapestry of experimentation and innovation that defined European cinema in

the 1920s.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5 Institutionalization: Great
Britain, 1929–1939

In the late 1920s, British documentary filmmaking began to crystallize,

 largely due to the pioneering vision of John Grierson, a Scottish intellectual

whose experiences and convictions shaped the genre. Influenced by political

science and social movements, Grierson viewed documentary as a medium

capable of educating and engaging the public on critical societal issues, a

perspective that took root during his time in Chicago.

Born in 1898 and shaped by his working-class upbringing and the labor

movement, Grierson’s post–World War I experiences led him to recognize

the transformative potential of film. After conducting social science research

in the United States and engaging with influential figures like Walter

Lippmann, he became convinced that film could inspire civic interest and

participation more effectively than traditional media.

Upon his return to the UK in 1927, Grierson began formalizing his

documentary vision through his collaboration with Stephen Tallents at the

Empire Marketing Board. He directed the groundbreaking film *Drifters*

(1929), which depicted the life of North Sea herring fishermen and

exemplified his belief in the educational power of cinema. Over the next

four years, the Empire Marketing Board Film Unit produced over one

hundred films under his leadership, fostering a vibrant documentary
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movement.

Grierson’s commitment to nurturing talent became evident as he engaged

and mentored a cohort of educated young filmmakers, laying the

groundwork for a new generation of documentarians who would leave a

lasting mark on British cinema. However, with the economic austerity

measures that led to the dissolution of the Empire Marketing Board in 1933,

Grierson transitioned his efforts to the General Post Office Film Unit. Here,

he created films that highlighted public services and their societal

importance, with notable works like *Night Mail* (1936) and *Coal Face*

(1935), which skillfully intertwined narrative and documentary elements to

enhance public morale.

Seeking broader financial support, Grierson turned to private industry to

produce documentaries addressing urgent social concerns, such as slum

conditions and malnutrition. By establishing the Film Centre in 1938, he

facilitated valuable connections between filmmakers and sponsors, further

enriching the documentary landscape.

Throughout the years from 1929 to 1939, British documentaries emerged as

a diverse genre, often characterized by poetic imagery coupled with pointed

social commentary. Grierson’s approach sought not only to achieve aesthetic

merit but also to spur social action and foster community dialogue about

pressing issues.
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Grierson’s legacy is profound; he solidified the foundational principles of

documentary filmmaking, establishing it as a medium with a social

responsibility aimed at societal improvement. His innovative financing

strategies and alternative distribution methods reshaped the documentary

genre, earning him recognition as a key figure in its institutionalization in

Britain and influencing future filmmakers across English-speaking countries.

Notable films from this period include *Drifters* (1929), *The Song of

Ceylon* (1934) by Basil Wright, *Coal Face* (1935) by Alberto Cavalcanti,

*Housing Problems* (1935) by Arthur Elton and Edgar Anstey, and *Night

Mail* (1936) by Basil Wright and Harry Watt. Collectively, these works

marked a significant evolution in British documentary, emphasizing a

commitment to social issues and community engagement, and ultimately

transforming the genre itself.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6 Institutionalization: USA
1930–1941

Institutionalization: USA 1930–1941

Formation of the Workers’ Film and Photo League (WFPL)  

In 1930, the Workers' Film and Photo League (WFPL) emerged in New York

City, founded by a collective of filmmakers and photographers dedicated to

authentically depicting American life through a Marxist lens. This

organization boasted notable creators like Margaret Bourke-White and Elia

Kazan and was known for impactful films such as *Winter*, *Hunger*, and

*Bonus March*. However, the WFPL encountered internal divisions

between traditional agit-prop filmmakers, who focused on propaganda, and

those advocating for a more artistic approach. This clash in ideals ultimately

led to the establishment of Nykino in 1934, formed by those seeking greater

creative expression in their works.

Documentaries Supporting the Spanish Civil War  

The political turmoil of the 1930s, particularly the Spanish Civil War,

catalyzed a surge of leftist documentary films aimed at dramatizing the

conflict. Notable examples included *The Spanish Earth* (1937) by Joris
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Ivens and *Heart of Spain* (1937), both presenting a pro-Republican

viewpoint. These films were emblematic of a broader leftist documentary

movement in the United States, which sought to illuminate pressing social

issues through film.

The March of Time  

Contrasting with socialist documentaries, *The March of Time*, launched

by Time-Life-Fortune, Inc., served the political right by merging journalistic

principles with documentary filmmaking. Created under the direction of

Louis de Rochemont, this influential series captured the zeitgeist of its era,

addressing critical issues such as the Great Depression and the ascendance of

totalitarian regimes in Europe. Its format and approach contributed to its

popularity and prestige.

Government Initiatives in Documentary Filmmaking  

In 1935, the U.S. government entered the documentary filmmaking arena

with initiatives like the Resettlement Administration. Pare Lorentz, a

prominent movie critic and filmmaker, produced significant works such as

*The Plow That Broke the Plains* (1936) and *The River* (1937). These

films aimed to educate the American public about crucial agricultural

challenges and demonstrated the government's intent to use documentary

films as tools for policy advocacy and public engagement.
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Progressive Non-Governmental Documentaries  

During the same period, independent filmmakers outside of government

influence also contributed to the documentary landscape. Organizations like

Frontier Films championed progressive causes, producing films that focused

on social justice, labor rights, and challenges in rural communities. One of

the most impactful non-governmental films was *Native Land* (1942),

which passionately advocated for workers' rights.

Robert Flaherty's Influence  

Robert Flaherty, known for his lyrical approach to documentary filmmaking,

profoundly influenced this era. His ability to weave personal narratives with

broader cultural themes set a standard for the documentary form, affecting

the aesthetic choices and thematic undertones of films produced in this

decade.

Conclusion  

By the late 1930s, efforts began to organize American documentary

filmmakers into a cohesive movement, yet these initiatives dwindled as

World War II loomed on the horizon. This period illustrated a rich tapestry

of American documentary cinema characterized by a vigorous interplay of
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political ideologies, artistic experimentation, and a commitment to

addressing the pressing societal issues of the time. As such, the evolution of

documentary filmmaking during this era underscored not only the challenges

faced by individuals and communities in America but also the dynamic

capabilities of film as a medium of expression and social commentary.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7 WWII

### WWII Documentary Films: A Comprehensive Overview

#### Introduction

World War II commenced on September 1, 1939, when Germany invaded

Poland, leading Britain to declare war. Amidst this turbulent backdrop,

documentary films emerged as vital instruments of communication,

influencing public sentiment and government policy despite their limited

budgets and reach.

#### Early Days of Documentary Film

British documentary filmmaking became closely tied to government

initiatives with the establishment of the Crown Film Unit, an offshoot of the

GPO Film Unit. During the initial phase known as the 'phoney war,'

filmmakers recorded everyday life and preparations, capturing the essence of

a nation on the brink of conflict.

#### Documentary Development During Wartime

Collaboration between newsreel companies became crucial as they

assembled footage to document wartime activities. The Ministry of

Information played an essential role in overseeing the production of both

news and propaganda films. Notable works like "London Can Take It"

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


 and "The Front Line" showcased British resilience and determination,

 setting the tone for wartime storytelling.

#### Types of Wartime Documentaries

1. Indoctrination Films: Intended to boost public morale, these films

 depicted the courage and resolve of the British people. "Target for Tonight"

 showcased RAF missions while "Fires Were Started" offered a glimpse

 into the heroic efforts of firefighters during air raids.

2. Social Documentaries: Addressing pressing post-war goals, these

 films combined depictions of wartime struggles with visions for a better

society. Works like "World of Plenty" and "A Diary for Timothy" highlig

hted the contributions of workers and the need for social change.

3. Records of Battle: These documentaries documented military

 campaigns and strategies, with films such as "Desert Victory" illustrating

 the achievements of the British Eighth Army in North Africa.

#### Major Collaborative Efforts

"The True Glory" (1945), a joint production by British and American

 filmmakers, celebrated the Allied victory with a narrative emphasizing

human experiences. This collaboration marked a significant melding of

creative ideas and techniques across national boundaries, particularly

between British, Canadian, and American filmmakers.
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### Part B: Canada

#### Canadian Context at War

Before WWII, Canada struggled to establish a unique identity in

documentary filmmaking. John Grierson was instrumental in founding the

National Film Board (NFB) in 1939, aiming to use film as a medium to

foster a cohesive Canadian national identity during wartime.

#### The National Film Board

Tasked with producing films that reflected the realities of Canadian life

during the war, the NFB generated a variety of timely and artistically

impactful films. 

#### Theatrical and Nontheatrical Films

The NFB developed two major series: "Canada Carries On," which

 concentrated on wartime efforts, and "The World in Action," which

 broadened its narrative to emphasize themes of peace and cooperation. A

vast distribution network for nontheatrical films allowed these productions

to engage audiences in diverse community settings.

### Part C: United States

#### US Documentary Landscape
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American wartime documentaries initially echoed themes from the pre-war

era but soon adapted to the national focus on the conflict. Collaboration

within the film industry became vital for supporting military objectives and

bolstering public morale.

#### Training and Indoctrination Films

The "Why We Fight" series, directed by the renowned Frank Capra,

 became a cornerstone of American wartime propaganda. These films aimed

to educate both citizens and soldiers about the conflict, fostering support for

the war effort through a combination of compelling narratives and visual

techniques.

#### Records of Battle and Civilian Life

Significant documentaries such as "The Battle of Midway" and "The Battle

 of San Pietro" provided intense, dramatic accounts of military

 engagements. Meanwhile, films produced for the Office of War Information

(OWI) highlighted American civilian life, countering enemy propaganda and

promoting domestic unity.

### Comparative Analysis

Despite overlaying government sponsorship, the documentaries from

Britain, Canada, and the United States exhibited different thematic focuses

and cultural contexts. British films emphasized themes of unity and survival,

Canadian documentaries nurtured an emerging national identity, while
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American films often conveyed an assertive stance against adversaries.

#### Conclusion

World War II catalyzed significant advancements in documentary

filmmaking, expanding audiences and leaving a lasting legacy on the genre.

Each nation cultivated a distinctive voice in its documentary approach,

shaped by their unique wartime experiences and aspirations.

#### Chapter Related Films and Literature

The chapter concludes with a comprehensive list of significant films and

literature from Britain, Canada, and the United States, further documenting

the evolution and impact of wartime documentaries on culture and society.
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Chapter 8: 8 Post-War Documentary, 1945–1961

Chapter 8: Post-War Documentary, 1945–1961

Introduction

In the wake of World War II, the relationship between documentary and

fiction filmmaking grew closer, resulting in documentaries increasingly

incorporating techniques typically seen in fiction. This merging of narrative

storytelling and artistic expression marked a significant evolution in the

genre.

Examples of Post-War Documentaries

A variety of notable documentaries emerged during this period, reflecting

diverse narrative styles:

- Benjy (1951) presented acted performances alongside studio techniques

 and a dramatic score, achieving critical acclaim with an Academy Award

despite its documentary label.

- David (1951) offered a glimpse into the life of Welsh poet D. R.

 Griffiths, blending fictional elements with documentary to enrich its

storytelling.

- Louisiana Story (1948), directed by Robert Flaherty, depicted a Cajun
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 family's interactions with the oil industry, echoing contemporary social

themes and values.

- The Quiet One (1949) explored the rehabilitation of an emotionally

 disturbed boy, blurring the boundaries between documentary and narrative

cinema.

- All My Babies (1952), while initially an instructional film on

 midwifery, evolved into a poignant portrait of its lead character, illustrating

an emotional depth that transcended its educational intentions.

Changes in Filmmaking Personnel and Leadership

The post-war landscape saw many filmmakers, having returned from

military service, eager to produce informative films. However, as

competition for jobs intensified, this led to a decline in professional

standards. A division emerged between artists and educational filmmakers,

with the latter often producing formulaic, uninspired content.

Evolving Documentary Landscapes

Government and industrial sponsorship played a crucial role in shaping

documentary production during this time. The establishment of the United

States Information Agency (USIA) provided federal funding for films meant

for overseas audiences, though often at the expense of domestic screenings.
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Impact of War on Film Education

The influx of veterans to college film programs fostered a new generation of

filmmakers who would later drive significant documentary initiatives in the

1960s and 1970s, demonstrating how war influenced educational

frameworks and opportunities in film.

The Decline of British Documentary

Contrastingly, British documentary faced challenges after the war, notably

with the disbanding of the Crown Film Unit, leading filmmakers to primarily

create sponsored content, resulting in a decline in innovative output.

Notable Films and Filmmakers

Certain films, like The Sea Around Us (1953), blended scientific research

 with engaging narratives, despite sometimes perpetuating contentious views

of nature. Canadian filmmakers, such as Frank Crawley, were pivotal during

this era, creating impactful documentaries that showcased the storytelling

potential of the medium.

Relationship Between Documentaries and Society

Documentaries began mirroring societal shifts by addressing a broader range
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of contemporary issues, including mental health, race relations, and public

health concerns. Through evolving frameworks, filmmakers sought to

engage with pressing social challenges of the time.

Innovative Techniques and Approaches

This period also marked a departure in documentary styles, incorporating

narrative structures, location sound, and personal storytelling. The formal

aspects of documentaries diversified, including artistic and experimental

elements that enriched the genre.

Conclusion

The transition from World War II to the rise of television heralded a

transformative era for documentary filmmaking, characterized by increased

industrial support, technological advancements, and the emergence of a new

wave of filmmakers. This blend of traditional documentary purposes with

innovative narrative storytelling laid the groundwork for a vibrant and

evolving film landscape, shaping the future of the genre.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 9 Documentary for Television, the
‘Golden Years’, 1951–71

### Documentary for Television, the ‘Golden Years’, 1951–71

#### A Technical Note  

The evolution of English-language documentaries began with theatrical

films like *Nanook of the North*, which demarcated early cinematic

storytelling. However, the introduction of nonflammable 16mm film by

Eastman Kodak in 1923 expanded the medium's reach beyond theaters to

schools and community halls, fostering a growth in the non-theatrical

documentary field. This expansion faced initial setbacks after World War II,

as dwindling theatrical support limited production. Nonetheless, the

emergence of television transformed documentaries into a staple of home

entertainment, enabling creators to reach wider and more diverse audiences

than ever before.

#### Historical Background  

Television's roots trace back to the 1930s, but its widespread adoption was

delayed by World War II. Post-war, regular broadcasting commenced,

particularly in the UK and the US. In 1953, the BBC's establishment of its

Documentary Department marked a significant organizational effort to

produce this genre, with commercial television in the UK also stepping up,
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exemplified by landmark series such as *World in Action* and *The World

at War*. Canada followed suit in the early '50s through its CBC network,

navigating its bilingual challenges in broadcasting.

In the United States, television exploded in popularity after 1948,

introducing iconic programs like *I Love Lucy* alongside significant

documentary work, including *Victory at Sea*. Major networks like CBS

and NBC leveraged their radio heritage to cultivate in-house documentary

units, integrating news and storytelling in fresh ways.

#### Documentary Series  

The U.S. landscape for documentary television was reshaped by pioneering

series such as *See It Now*, created by Edward R. Murrow, which

embraced a personal approach that highlighted individual stories in focused

episodes. Following this, *CBS Reports* boldly tackled social issues,

including labor exploitation, while NBC's *Project XX* created compilation

films. ABC's *Closeup!* further advanced the genre by adopting direct

cinema techniques, making documentaries feel more immediate and

engaging.

Independent producer David L. Wolper carved a niche by focusing on

commercially appealing social issues, exemplifying how documentary could

thrive in televised formats. Meanwhile, Frederick Wiseman's observational

style offered in-depth views of societal institutions, bringing a unique voice
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to public television.

#### Special Characteristics of Television Documentary  

Television documentaries uniquely blended personal storytelling with a

gossipy, intimate approach, marking a departure from earlier, more detached

narratives. The emergence of celebrity commentators also shifted the

narrative style, infusing documentaries with personality and engagement.

Advancements in sync sound and interview methodologies allowed

filmmakers to adapt their storytelling methods to the constraints of

television, where commercial breaks and strict airtimes dictated format.

As a result, many programs relied on familiar narrative structures. The need

to fit into specific time slots sometimes came at the expense of depth, yet

television developed into a mass medium capable of addressing critical

social issues with a reach that was previously unimaginable.

#### Chapter Related Films (1952-71)  

This era saw the release of several influential documentaries and series that

highlighted the rapid evolution of television documentary style, including

*Victory at Sea*, *Harvest of Shame*, and *The Selling of the Pentagon*,

which served as a barometer for the socio-political climate and public

discourse of the time.

#### Chapter Related Books  
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A selection of literature enriches the understanding of television

documentary history and its socio-political implications. Notable works by

scholars such as Michael Curtin and Edward R. Murrow delve into the

genre’s impact and evolving narrative techniques, reflecting critical

scholarly discourse surrounding documentaries in this transformative period.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 10 British Free Cinema and New
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### British Free Cinema and New American Cinema: 1953–60

#### Overview

In the aftermath of World War II, traditional documentary filmmaking in

Britain faced a decline, struggling to maintain its relevance after a period of

notable success. This struggle paved the way for a cultural renaissance in the

mid-1950s, leading to the emergence of a group of innovative filmmakers

known as Free Cinema. This movement sought to challenge and redefine the

established Griersonian documentary style, which had dominated the

pre-war era.

#### Cultural Context

The rise of Free Cinema was closely linked to the growing dissatisfaction

felt by the “Angry Young Men” movement, a collection of writers and

intellectuals who expressed frustration with the conservative norms and class

structures of the post-war welfare state. Their critiques of societal

conformity and classism found expression through Free Cinema, which

aimed to capture the authentic experiences of the working class, focusing not

merely on their labor but also on their personal lives and struggles.
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#### Foundations of Free Cinema

The roots of Free Cinema can be traced back to the Oxford University Film

Society, where notable discussions and critiques took place. This intellectual

hub eventually evolved into influential publications such as Sequence and

Sight and Sound. Pioneering filmmakers like Lindsay Anderson, Karel

Reisz, and Tony Richardson emerged from this environment, each destined

to contribute uniquely to a cinema that stressed poetic narratives and

personal storytelling.

#### Notable Free Cinema Films

Several films epitomized the ethos of Free Cinema, including:

- Thursday’s Children (1955): Co-directed by Lindsay Anderson, this

 poignant film depicted the lives of deaf children, emphasizing their personal

experiences.

- O Dreamland (1953): A critical examination of an amusement park

 that highlighted the emptiness of consumer pleasures.

- Momma Don’t Allow (1956): Captured the vibrant energy of

 working-class youth within a jazz club setting.

- Together (1958): Explored the challenges faced by two deaf-mute dock

 workers, underlining the human aspects of their daily existence.

These films prioritized emotional resonance over didactic messaging,

focusing on individual experiences and broader social critiques.
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#### Filmmakers and Techniques

The aesthetic of Free Cinema was characterized by a commitment to realism,

employing handheld cameras and location sound to create an authentic feel.

This style emphasized candid moments and the ambience of daily life,

blending spontaneity with an increasing awareness of cinematic

composition. The filmmakers aimed to immerse audiences in genuine

experiences rather than polished, staged narratives.

#### Connection to American Cinema

Across the Atlantic, a parallel movement emerged known as New American

Cinema, emerging from the innovative spirit of the New York School of

artists and poets. Key figures like Lionel Rogosin played a crucial role; his

film On the Bowery (1957) depicted the hardships of life on skid row,

 marking a departure from conventional documentary norms.

#### Conclusion

Both the British Free Cinema movement and the New American Cinema

revolution signified a profound shift towards personal artistic expression

within documentary filmmaking. Their legacies not only influenced the

landscapes of cinema in their respective countries but also set the stage for

future trends, emphasizing the importance of authentic storytelling and

social engagement in film.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 11 Cinéma vérité, direct cinema
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### Chapter 11: Cinéma Vérité, Direct Cinema (1958–70)

#### Technological Innovations and Their Impact on Documentary Film

The late 1950s marked a significant turning point in documentary

filmmaking, driven by technological innovations that enabled filmmakers to

record sound and visuals simultaneously outside of traditional studio

environments. This shift allowed for a more creative and spontaneous

approach to storytelling, reminiscent of the Free Cinema and New American

Cinema movements. Key to this evolution were two influential styles: direct

cinema, which emerged in the United States, and cinéma vérité, developed

by French filmmaker Jean Rouch. Both styles sought to capture raw,

authentic moments in life, moving away from scripted and staged

representations.

#### Historical Background

Historically, documentary filmmaking faced technological constraints that

kept it separate from fiction films. Early pioneers like the Edison Company

used the bulky Kinetograph, which limited filming to studios. In contrast,

the Lumière brothers' lightweight Cinématographe opened the doors for

outdoor documentary work. However, challenges persisted, particularly in
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achieving synchronous sound recording, which remained a hurdle until just

before the 1950s, forcing many filmmakers to rely on post-production sound

to tell their stories.

#### Development of New Equipment

In the 1950s, the introduction of lightweight 16mm cameras and faster film

stocks revolutionized the field, facilitating the documentation of

spontaneous, real-life events. Notable innovations included the Éclair NPR

and Arriflex SR cameras, coupled with synchronized sound recording

devices. These advancements allowed filmmakers to adopt a more dynamic

and unobtrusive style, paving the way for cinéma vérité and direct cinema to

flourish.

#### Notable Films and Filmmakers

Several films exemplified the burgeoning styles of this era:

- Les Raquetteurs (1958) by Michel Brault and Gilles Groulx showcased

 community interactions during snowshoe races in Canada, capturing candid

moments reflective of the local spirit.

- Primary (1960), produced by Robert Drew, provided an intimate look

 at the Wisconsin Democratic primary through a minimal two-man crew,

focusing on authenticity without overt storytelling.

- Chronicle of a Summer (1961), by Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin,

 intertwined interviews with self-reflexive elements, reflecting personal

experiences amidst the backdrop of Parisian society.
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#### Direct Cinema vs. Cinéma Vérité

A key distinction between direct cinema and cinéma vérité lies in their

approaches to storytelling. Cinéma vérité seeks deeper truths through

dialogue and interaction, while direct cinema favors a more observational

stance, capturing life as it unfolds and granting viewers intimate access to

unguarded moments. Over time, filmmakers have blended aspects of both

styles, which has enriched contemporary documentary filmmaking.

#### Influential Documentarians

Frederick Wiseman stands out as a prominent figure in this movement,

employing observational techniques to explore institutional life. His

documentaries delve deep into complex social issues through extended takes

and visual narratives, devoid of narration. This approach allows audiences a

candid view into the workings of American institutions and the challenges

inherent within.

#### Conclusion

The emergence of cinéma vérité and direct cinema blurred the lines between

documentary and fiction, emphasizing narrative structures that authentically

reflect real-life experiences. Ongoing debates about ethics and representation

remain vital in documentary discourse, but the evolution of these styles has

profoundly impacted how stories are told in the genre. The innovations and

techniques birthed during this period continue to inspire new generations of
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filmmakers.

#### Chapter Related Films

- Les Raquetteurs (1958)

- Primary (1960)

- Chronicle of a Summer (1961)

- Lonely Boy (1962)

- Don’t Look Back (1967)

#### Chapter Related Books

- Mamber, Stephen, *Cinéma Vérité in America: Studies in Uncontrolled

Documentary*

- Rosenthal, Alan, *The New Documentary in Action: A Casebook in Film

Making*
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Chapter 12: 12 The 1970s: Power to the People

Chapter 12: The 1970s: Power to the People

The 1970s marked a pivotal era in documentary filmmaking, closely

intertwined with the social, political, and artistic currents of the time. This

decade witnessed a dramatic rise in independent filmmaking, particularly in

the 16mm format, fueled by support from educational institutions and

libraries across the U.S., Canada, and the UK. As a new generation of

filmmakers emerged, liberated from the weight of past global conflicts,

creative exploration flourished, leading to innovative and daring storytelling.

Established Filmmakers

Key figures emerged during this transformative period, each contributing to

the evolving documentary landscape:

- Donald Brittain, known for his editing expertise, created impactful

 films such as *Ladies and Gentlemen, Mr. Leonard Cohen* (1966), which

blended musical performances with personal reflection. 

- Emile de Antonio employed a unique compilation technique to critique

 American politics, most notably in *Point of Order* (1963) and *In the
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Year of the Pig* (1968), exposing the public to the complexities of war and

governance.

- Michael Rubbo incorporated observational and anthropological styles

 in his film *Sad Song of Yellow Skin* (1970), where he focused on

personal narratives against the backdrop of social issues.

- Frederick Wiseman produced penetrating examinations of institutions

 in films like *Titicut Follies* (1967), addressing the often grim realities of

mental health facilities and their societal implications.

- Roger Graef sought a more unobtrusive observational style, evident in

 his documentary *Police* (1981), which explored the workings of the

Thames Valley Police and the broader implications of law enforcement.

New Wave of Cinema Vérité

The documentary form during the 1970s began to blur the lines between

reality and fiction, with experimental works such as *David Holzman’s

Diary* (1968) and *No Lies* (1973). These films explored self-reflexive

techniques and staged elements, inviting viewers to question the nature of

truth in cinema. Michelle Citron’s *Daughter Rite* (1978) further pushed

these boundaries, integrating personal narrative into a broader social

commentary.

Feminist Documentary Movement
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The decade also marked a significant rise in women’s voices within

documentary filmmaking. This movement produced influential works that

highlighted women's experiences and issues. For instance, *Nana, Mom, and

Me* (1974) by Amalie Rothschild and *Not a Love Story* (1981) by

Bonnie Sherr Klein showcased personal and social narratives from a female

perspective. Institutions like Studio D and Women Make Movies emerged to

support and promote women filmmakers, emphasizing the importance of

diverse viewpoints in the documentary field.

Documentary and Social Change

The Vietnam War catalyzed a wave of documentary films critiquing U.S.

involvement and its consequences, exemplified by *Hearts and Minds*

(1974). Groups such as the Newsreel Collective engaged in social activism

through their films, which protested the war and advocated for awareness. In

Canada, the *Challenge for Change* project empowered communities by

enabling them to create documentaries that conveyed their own stories,

fostering a sense of agency and representation.

Grassroots Movements
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As the 1970s progressed, grassroots media organizations also gained

prominence, producing documentaries focused on local social and labor

issues. Notable examples include Appalshop in Kentucky, which

documented the lives of working-class communities, and the Kartemquin

Collective in Chicago, known for its commitment to social justice.

Conclusion

By the end of the 1970s, North America exhibited a rich and varied

documentary landscape, characterized by filmmakers who pushed aesthetic

and thematic boundaries while striving for social impact. As they looked

toward the 1980s, the advent of video and digital technologies promised to

reshape the medium, presenting both new opportunities and challenges for

the documentary genre.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 13 Video Arrives

As the landscape of documentary filmmaking transitioned from the 1970s

 into the 1980s, several pivotal changes shaped the genre, largely driven by

the advent of video technology. Video's lightweight, user-friendly design

and cost-effectiveness quickly garnered popularity among documentarians,

despite lingering concerns about image quality and archival stability. This

technological shift marked the onset of a new era in documentary

filmmaking.

The evolution of portable video equipment can be traced back to its initial

use in the 1968 U.S. presidential campaign, setting the stage for the

advancements that followed in the 1970s and 1980s. Notably, the

introduction of digital video recorders by Sony in 1986 vastly improved user

experience and visual quality, allowing video to largely replace film for

documentary production by the late twentieth century.

Editing practices underwent significant transformation with the emergence

of the Avid Media Composer, which enabled editors to access footage

non-linearly. This technological innovation increased shooting ratios,

resulting in voluminous amounts of footage that required new editing

strategies. Additionally, the reduced cost of videotape facilitated longer

shooting durations, influencing both production methodologies and creative

choices.
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However, the rise of video also altered distribution dynamics. The

affordability of videotapes led to a decline in the profitability of the

traditional 16mm film rental market, placing financial strain on distribution

companies. Even with lowered production costs, filmmakers faced

challenges recouping their expenses in this rapidly evolving distribution

environment.

The transition sparked a heated debate regarding the aesthetic merits of

video compared to film. Advocates for both mediums engaged in

discussions about format diversity and the preservation difficulties that

plagued early video formats, raising concerns about the long-term viability

of historical documents.

The expansion of cable and satellite channels during this period broadened

documentary audiences, though many networks prioritized commercial

success over content quality. HBO emerged as a notable platform for

documentary filmmakers, while other channels like CNN and The Discovery

Channel focused on branding and market segmentation, often at the expense

of creator control.

Amid these changes, personal essay films began to flourish. Empowered by

accessible video technology, filmmakers such as Ross McElwee explored

intimate narratives that connected personal experiences with broader societal
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issues. This trend signaled a shift toward deeper self-reflection within the

documentary genre.

Similarly, the 1980s saw a rise in compilation films, which combined

existing footage to explore themes of socio-political significance and

nostalgia. Exemplified by works like "Atomic Café" and "The World of

Tomorrow," these films highlighted historical complexities and

contemporary reflections on past events.

Political activism became a core focus for many documentary filmmakers

during this time, with figures like Charles Guggenheim and Barbara Kopple

chronicling social injustices, union struggles, and significant political events.

Documentarians such as Pamela Yates and Barbara Trent played essential

roles in addressing U.S. involvement in foreign conflicts and pressing

domestic issues through passionate storytelling.

Importantly, this era witnessed the emergence of diverse perspectives in

documentary filmmaking, as creators from historically marginalized

communities stepped into the spotlight. African-American filmmakers like

Henry Hampton and Marlon Riggs, along with Asian-American voices,

endeavored to share pivotal narratives reflective of their unique experiences

and cultural histories.

In conclusion, the transition from film to video in the 1970s and 1980s
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opened new avenues for storytelling in documentary filmmaking. While it

enabled greater accessibility, it also prompted important discussions about

the preservation of media, aesthetic value, and the dynamics of distribution

in a rapidly evolving landscape. This chapter captures the rich complexity of

documentary film during this transformative period, underscoring the

innovative narratives and socially relevant themes that emerged from these

changes.
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Chapter 14 Summary: 14 Reality Bytes

Chapter 14: Reality Bytes

Centennial of Cinema and Documentary  

The year 1995 marked a significant milestone in the film industry,

celebrating a century since the Lumière Brothers introduced the first public

film projection in 1895. This landmark event ignited an enduring discourse

between reality and presentation in documentary filmmaking, characterized

by the existence of 'actualities'—real-life events captured on film—and

scripted interpretations. Over the past century, documentary filmmaking has

distinguished itself from fictional storytelling primarily through its social

purpose. However, recent years have seen a convergence between the two,

blurring the lines traditionally drawn.

Impact of Technology on Documentaries  

The technological boom of the 1980s and 1990s dramatically reshaped the

documentary landscape. With the advent of cable and satellite television,

there was an explosion of documentary programming, albeit often

sacrificing quality for quantity as production costs fell. This accessibility

enabled a broader array of voices to emerge in documentary filmmaking, yet
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it also raised important questions about ethical standards, factual precision,

and the integrity of the medium.

Quality and Control in Television Documentaries  

As low-budget documentaries proliferated to fill airtime, many filmmakers

found their work reduced to mere commodities. They often became

"works-for-hire," losing ownership and control over their creations.

Independent documentarians, in particular, faced diminishing opportunities

for creative expression, as networks increasingly prioritized ratings over

substantial, thought-provoking content.

Role of Public Television  

In contrast to commercial television, public television networks like PBS

and the BBC continued to provide vital platforms for independent

documentaries. Initiatives such as the Independent Television and Video

Service (ITVS) emerged as essential support systems, allowing creators to

highlight often-overlooked stories while fostering civic engagement and

diverse viewpoints.

Archival Documentaries and Historical Compilation  

Amidst these changes, the archival documentary genre gained traction,
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utilizing pre-existing footage and historical archives to construct compelling

narratives. Landmark series like "Victory at Sea" and "The Great War"

exemplified this approach, employing sophisticated storytelling techniques

that deepened public understanding of historical phenomena. This

compilation style became a defining characteristic of television

documentaries, showcasing the narrative power inherent in archival

materials.

Ken Burns' Influence  

A notable figure in this evolution is Ken Burns, whose groundbreaking

works, particularly "The Civil War," set a new standard for documentary

filmmaking. With an emphasis on vibrant storytelling and visual artistry,

Burns's commitment to historical accuracy and collaboration with talented

artists raised the bar for PBS documentaries, influencing generations of

filmmakers.

Canadian and British Documentaries  

In Canada, a robust framework of public funding fostered a rich

documentary tradition that explored a variety of themes, including social

issues. Similarly, British filmmakers like Nick Fraser and Molly Dineen

produced socially critical works, even as the industry remained largely

dominated by traditional male filmmakers, underscoring ongoing challenges
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in representation.

Continued Challenges and Innovations  

American independent filmmakers continued to face hurdles in funding,

prompting them to adopt innovative strategies to finance their projects.

Influential figures from earlier decades remained active, creating powerful

works that tackled urgent social concerns and personal narratives, thus

enriching the documentary landscape.

Conclusion  

Reflecting on a century of documentary filmmaking reveals a complex

interplay of technological advancements, artistic expression, and social

consciousness. As the distinctions between fiction and documentary

continue to dissolve, the genre faces persistent challenges while

simultaneously embracing fresh voices and compelling new stories. This

evolution underscores the significance of documentaries as a means of

exploring and interpreting our world.
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Chapter 15 Summary: 15 Documentary Tradition in the
Twenty-First Century

Documentary Tradition in the Twenty-First Century

Overview of Contemporary Documentaries  

In the twenty-first century, the realm of documentary filmmaking has

flourished, particularly in the US, where filmmakers create powerful

narratives that confront pressing social issues. This modern wave reflects a

rich documentary tradition characterized by insightful and compelling

storytelling, significantly contributing to both national and global

conversations.

Highlighted Documentaries  

A notable example is *No Contract, No Cookies* (2011), which captures the

challenges faced by immigrant women workers during a bakery strike in the

Bronx, shedding light on themes of corporate greed and labor rights.

Additionally, HBO has played a pivotal role in championing independent

documentaries. Under the leadership of Sheila Nevins, it has produced

influential works such as Spike Lee's *When the Levees Broke* (2006),

which chronicles the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, and *Four Little Girls*
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(1998), a poignant look at the racial violence of the 1963 Birmingham

church bombing.

War Documentaries  

Recent documentaries have also tackled the complexities of modern warfare.

*Restrepo* (2010) provides an unvarnished look at a US platoon’s

experience in Afghanistan, while *Poster Girl* (2010) follows a female

veteran grappling with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These films

delve into the personal costs of conflict, linking personal experiences to

broader historical narratives of war.

Prominent Filmmakers  

The documentary landscape boasts several influential filmmakers. Werner

Herzog is celebrated for his quest for "ecstatic truth," merging personal tales

with universal themes, exemplified in *Cave of Forgotten Dreams* (2011).

Steve James, known for his commitment to social issues, gained recognition

through films like *The Interrupters* (2011) and has been a stalwart of the

independent filmmaking community through Kartemquin. Alex Gibney,

who achieved prominence with *Enron: The Smartest Guys in the Room*

(2005), excels at presenting complex social issues in an accessible manner.

Women in Documentary Filmmaking  
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While the number of women filmmakers has increased, they often remain

underrecognized. Barbara Kopple, a veteran director, is known for

influential works like *Harlan County, USA* (1976) and *Shut Up and

Sing* (2006), which highlight labor struggles and freedom of expression.

Rory Kennedy has made her mark with socially conscious documentaries,

focusing on the stories of marginalized groups.

Experimental Documentaries  

The experimental documentary genre, led by filmmakers like Chuck

Workman and Jay Rosenblatt, blends traditional documentary styles with

innovative narratives and social critiques. By pushing beyond conventional

formats, these artists expand the scope of the documentary genre and engage

audiences in new ways.

The Role of Film Festivals  

Film festivals such as Sundance have become indispensable for the visibility

and distribution of documentaries. These events not only showcase emerging

films but also reflect a growing public interest in the documentary format,

helping propel many works into mainstream recognition.

Conclusion  
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The documentary landscape of the twenty-first century is marked by its

evolution toward addressing urgent social narratives, intertwining personal

stories with innovative storytelling techniques. As filmmakers explore new

modes of engagement, they navigate the challenges of distribution and

audience connection, asserting the enduring power of the documentary form

to inspire change and foster understanding.
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Chapter 16: 16 Now and When

Chapter 16: Now and When

Introduction to Documentary Evolution  

The documentary genre has significantly evolved, transitioning from isolated

screenings to a dynamic landscape filled with a variety of perspectives and

information. This evolution has empowered both truth-tellers and deceivers,

profoundly influencing individuals and society over time. The complexity of

documentaries has grown, particularly in the twenty-first century, as

different forms and more creators emerge.

The Social Impact of Documentaries  

Serving as vehicles for social change, documentaries help audiences

navigate complex issues, bridging gaps in understanding and fostering

critical discussions. While the focus primarily remains on North America,

the global reach of documentaries is undeniable, influenced by

advancements in technology and shifting economic landscapes.

Technological Innovations and Access  
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Globalization, aided by technological advancements such as high-definition

cameras, the internet, and mobile devices, has made documentaries more

accessible than ever. These innovations have transformed funding,

distribution, and exhibition practices, allowing lower-budget projects to

thrive and connect with diverse audiences. However, this democratization

also highlights the digital divide, where some filmmakers face barriers

transitioning from little access to the global stage.

Aesthetic and Content Considerations  

The rise of affordable technology has sparked discussions about aesthetic

value in documentaries. While lower production costs may suggest

diminished quality, the true measure of a documentary’s success often lies in

its emotional impact rather than its technical execution. Audiences

increasingly prioritize the sincerity of storytelling over visual perfection.

Global Perspectives and Content Diversity  

A recent shift towards global democratization is evident in documentary

content, with initiatives like FRONTLINE/World and the Independent

Television Service (ITVS) working to broaden cultural understanding.

Nature documentaries and universally relatable themes are gaining more

prominence, whereas politically sensitive topics often encounter difficulties

in achieving cross-cultural resonance.
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Financial and Production Trends  

International co-productions have become more common, reflecting diverse

funding environments between the US and Europe. As the global market for

documentaries expands, new specialized pitching events and training

programs have emerged to encourage collaboration among filmmakers.

Documentary Misrepresentation and Faux Documentaries  

Faux documentaries complicate the notion of authenticity, engaging with

documentary conventions through self-reflection. In contrast,

docudramas—that blend documentary truths with scripted

narratives—demonstrate distinct characteristics. Historical instances reveal

how mainstream media has manipulated documentary elements for various

agendas, raising questions about credibility.

Evolution of Reality and Ethical Considerations  

The advent of reality television has blurred the lines between documentary

and entertainment, altering audience expectations. Documentarians face

ongoing ethical dilemmas, striving to uphold integrity in their storytelling

despite commercial pressures that may compromise their mission.
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Emerging Technologies and Future Directions  

The aftermath of events like 9/11 has led to a surge in documented

real-world occurrences, with technology facilitating unprecedented access to

diverse perspectives. The democratization of filmmaking through social

media is reshaping narrative methods. Nevertheless, critical discussions

around craft, ethical integrity, and the preservation of documentaries remain

pressing.

Conclusion and Future of Documentaries  

The enduring history of documentaries illustrates the commitment of

creators to share transformative narratives. Modern documentaries

encompass a wide range of forms, resonating with global audiences. While

debates surrounding the genre persist, the demand for documentaries that

authentically reflect societal truths remains steadfast, securing their vital role

in the cultural narrative of the future.
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Chapter 17 Summary: Appendix One

The Academy Awards for Best Documentary Feature showcase a rich history

 of films that captured significant moments, stories, and themes over the

decades, reflecting the evolving landscape of society and cinema. 

1940s: The inception of the Best Documentary Feature category was

 marked by films that primarily focused on World War II and its aftermath.

Notable winners included *The Battle of Midway* (1942), which depicted a

crucial naval engagement in the Pacific, and *The True Glory* (1945), a

powerful portrayal of the Allied liberation of Europe. The decade also saw

unique presentations like *Design for Death* (1947), which explored the

concept of Japanese culture through the lens of World War II. However,

1946 saw no awarded film, marking a rare gap in recognition during this

formative period.

1950s: This decade expanded the range of subjects. Films like

 *Kon-Tiki* (1951), about an adventurous raft expedition across the Pacific,

showcased human courage and exploration, while *The Sea Around Us*

(1952), and *The Living Desert* (1953) highlighted nature's beauty and

complexity. The decade culminated in *Serengeti Shall Not Die* (1959), a

poignant message about wildlife conservation in Africa, reflecting early

ecological concerns.
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1960s: A blend of artistic expression and political themes emerged in

 this decade. *The War Game* (1966) presented a chilling portrayal of

nuclear war's impacts, while *The Eleanor Roosevelt Story* (1965) captured

the essence of a groundbreaking First Lady. The era's documentaries often

challenged the status quo, as seen in *The Anderson Platoon* (1967), which

documented Vietnam from a soldier's perspective.

1970s: The 1970s were defined by a surge of socially relevant narratives.

 *Woodstock* (1970) celebrated the iconic music festival that symbolized

the counterculture movement, while films like *Hearts and Minds* (1974)

critically examined the Vietnam War's societal impacts. The decade was

marked by a pioneering spirit in documentary filmmaking, evident in

*Harlan County, USA* (1976), which depicted labor struggles, and other

films that exposed societal injustices.

1980s: This era shifted focus to a mixture of personal narratives and

 historical analysis. *The Times of Harvey Milk* (1984) highlighted the life

of the civil rights activist and the significance of his legacy. Documentaries

like *Hôtel Terminus: The Life and Times of Klaus Barbie* (1988) delved

into darker historical subjects, while *Common Threads: Stories from the

Quilt* (1989) celebrated community resilience in the face of the AIDS crisis.

1990s: A diverse array of topics characterized the '90s, such as *When

 We Were Kings* (1996), chronicling the legendary Muhammad Ali's return
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to the boxing arena. This period also emphasized cultural and political

narratives, with *The Panama Deception* (1992) exposing U.S. military

interventions, and *Anne Frank Remembered* (1995) providing an intimate

look into a historical icon's life through her diary.

2000s: The century's turn brought a focus on pressing social and

 political issues. *Bowling for Columbine* (2002) tackled gun violence in

America, influencing public discourse, while *March of the Penguins*

(2005) popularized nature documentaries. Documentarians began utilizing

personal storytelling along with broader societal critiques, as seen in *An

Inconvenient Truth* (2006), which raised awareness about climate change.

2010s: This decade kicked off with *Inside Job* (2010), a powerful

 examination of the financial crisis, sustaining the tradition of critical

documentary filmmaking that seeks to inform and provoke discussions on

relevant issues.

Overall, the Academy Awards for Best Documentary Feature encapsulate not

just cinematic excellence but also serve as a reflective chronicle of the

changing dynamics of society, highlighting the power of storytelling in

understanding our world. Each decade reveals a progression of themes from

war and exploration to social justice and environmental awareness, offering

viewers both entertainment and enlightenment.
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Chapter 18 Summary: Appendix Two

Appendix Two: The National Film Registry

The United States National Film Preservation Act empowers the Librarian of

Congress to annually select twenty-five influential motion pictures for

inclusion in the National Film Registry. This initiative seeks to celebrate the

diverse and culturally rich landscape of American cinema, elevating films

that bear lasting significance rather than merely acknowledging the “best”

cinematic works.

The National Film Registry serves as a repository for a broad spectrum of

films, encompassing Hollywood blockbusters, enlightening documentaries,

avant-garde pieces, and regional treasures. However, the preservation of

America’s cinematic legacy faces substantial challenges. A considerable

number of films created before 1950—and especially those from the early

1920s—are at significant risk of being lost to history. Documentaries, in

particular, play a critical role in capturing and reflecting pivotal moments in

American culture, making their preservation essential.

List of Documentaries in the National Film Registry
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- 1893: Blacksmithing Scene by Thomas Edison marks one of the

 earliest examples of film capturing everyday life.

- 1901: President McKinley Inauguration footage serves as a historical

 documentation of a significant political event.

- 1904: Westinghouse Works by G.W. Bitzer illustrates early industrial

 processes and American progress.

- 1906: A Trip Down Market Street presents a snapshot of San Francisco

 just prior to the devastating earthquake.

- 1910: Jeffries-Johnson World’s Championship Boxing Contest chronicl

es a pivotal moment in sports history.

- 1913: Preservation of the Sign Language captures an important aspect

 of deaf culture.

- 1914: In the Land of the Head-Hunters by Edward S. Curtis explores

 Indigenous culture and authenticity.

- 1920: Heroes All produced by the American Red Cross honors

 wartime effort and humanitarian work.

- 1921: Manhatta by Charles Scheeler and Paul Strand offers a poetic

 representation of New York City.

- 1922: Nanook of the North by Robert Flaherty is often regarded as the

 first feature-length documentary, showcasing Inuit life.

- 1925: Grass: A Nation’s Battle for Life narrates the challenges of

 nomadic life in pursuit of sustenance.

- 1928: Jenkins Orphanage Band features the talents of a youth jazz

 ensemble, highlighting early contributions to American music.
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- 1930: From Stump to Ship chronicles the lumber industry and

 shipbuilding in America.

- 1931: A Bronx Morning captures the rhythm and pulse of life in early

 20th-century New York.

- 1934: The Plow That Broke The Plains presents an artistic yet stark

 depiction of the Dust Bowl.

- 1935: Republic Steel Strike Newsreel footage documents labor

 movements and social struggles.

- 1936: Master Hands portrays American craftsmanship and the skills of

 various trades.

- 1936–1939: Trance and Dance in Bali reveals the cultural vibrancy of

 Balinese dance and rituals.

- 1937: The River explores the significance of rivers in the American

 landscape.

- 1938: Inside Nazi Germany provides an insightful glimpse into the rise

 of dictatorship in Europe.

- 1939: Marian Anderson: The Lincoln Memorial Concert showcases a

 historic performance by the African American contralto during a time of

racial segregation.

- ...

- 1994: Hoop Dreams follows the lives of two high school basketball

 players, exemplifying the intersection of sports, race, and aspiration.
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This diverse array of documentaries included in the National Film Registry

highlights the vital role of documentary filmmaking in chronicling and

shaping American history and culture. Their preservation is crucial not only

for historical records but also for enriching the understanding of future

generations on the societal themes and narratives that have defined the

nation.
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