DOCUMENTARY

The ‘first film=makers to make what were in essence itravelogues and
called documentaires “were the Lumiére-brothers in the 1890s. Thirty -
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and British"people.”Many of Jennings’s films were made, appro-

priately, for the Mass Obsetvation Unit = a unit set up by left-wing

thinkers to obscrve ordinary people through registering accounts of ~ #

{ thei lives and feelings. Jennings’s intimate observation of the ordinary . o

also had a poetic, surreal quality to it, shown in the way he framed

his images of industrial Britain and juxtaposed images of the ordinary -» ,

years later the British' film-maker'and critic John"Griefsori reapprot.
fpridtedithe word to apply to Robert Flaherty’s Moana Q,oms....ﬁaanmk 1
son was the founder of the 1930s documentary group in Britain and 1
was one of the theorists influential in determining the nature o \
.aoncgng. According to Grierson, documentary should be an
instrument of information, education and propaganda as well a5 5|
“nua.unﬁnmﬂ»amm..ﬂﬁ.on reality.-In the late-1940s, . the academicism om._.w |  Vwith those out of the ordinary. *
wﬂhmnuonm position wﬁw Severely criticized by Lindsay Andérson and Although the tradition of recording other cultures dates back to ) . +@ m.w mﬂ \.%
o&m.c».ﬁcumm?bﬁﬂvﬁrohi!.nﬂ,,mmm..nnuu Britain." Accordi thetravelogues made by the Lumiére brothers, it is really Robert n
Flaherty who was the first documentarist in- that tradition.The first™>" @rﬁ.? IW

e e w2 =

ithese critics the use of the documentary as'a means of social propa-

nu:mnmuow away the aesthetic value of documentary EBuu:m. onan | so-called.documentaryis his Nariook of the North (1922); about - : rm»b\.
ideological level, normalized intellectifal' condescension™and ‘soeiz Eskimo life. Flaherty also directed a film for Grierson, Industtial Brit- .? ret WO C '
lism: (sec naturalizing and ideology). Although Grierson’s posi- ain (1931-2) - surprisingly given Flaherty’s romantic world-view. In
F Mob..sanr .?:&.w&r does appear elitist, if we examine the tlimate of the Soviet Union during the 1920s Dziga Vertov recorded Sovict
i e umes in the late Hcmcm, the reasons for that position do at least progress in his documentaries made for Kino-Pravda ‘Film-Truth’.
Q% ) become clear, In the CEﬁom.Eummoﬂ {as in the United States) after Interestingly, in his work we can trace the possible _heritage of the
 \ 1918 there began a progressive development in popular democracy. two British tendencies mentioned above, Vertov, like Grierson, saw !
By 1528 both men and women in the United Kingdom had equal @ documentary as an educative tool, but his style — an avant-garde
. rights Rw vote. Grierson, who had worked in the United States during formalism, achieved by io:ﬂw«. to the point of deconstruction —,
. \ the period 1924-7, was struck by the intellectual concerns about showed -an~aesthetic preoccupation-with the image that we find in
N 1/. mass democracy — such as lack of education among the electorate, Jennings’s work. During the 19305 the Soviet film-maker Medvedkin
fN A making En. ordinary voter uninformed when making choices — and took the possibilities of documentary on to a new stage: he shot,
/ \ was determined to do something about it. This feeling of the need to developed and projected filmed documentation on the spot to
? / \ P/ educate was held by other members of the British establishment who, workers as he travelled around the Soviet Union by train — this work
f¢ X like Grierson, saw:cinema as an excellent means of education. So he became known as ciné-train. —_
\/ 1\ _worked between 1930 and 1939, first with the Empire Marketine Owing to lack of financial resources mo:.ocawm the Second World
. " Board and subsequently with the GPO, a5 producer of some forty-" War,” many - aspiring - film-makers i Europe had to” turn “to-doc—-,
two documnentaries on aspects of British life, nstitutions, govern- umentary work before they could goon to make feature films (Alain -,
a nﬁnﬂﬂ agencies and social problems — all with the intention of Resnais, Georges Franju and Agnés Varda in France and Ken Russell
\wen INvolving citizens in their society. Coalface (1935), about the miners in the United Kingdom spring to mind). Although some of these
and their labour, and Night Mail (1936), about the Posi Office directors, especially those mentioned, made important politicized

workers are exemplary films in this regard. documentaries they hardly constimuted a movement. The npext)

An alternative voice in documentary work emerged a little later; (important development to occur was in the 1960s with the rise of the s
during the Second World War primarily, in mvﬂ..mgrmm.ﬂsgwrn&ﬂ. j .m?mu.mnéml& group in France and the direct cinema in the United
Jennings. Jennings was 2 poet and a painter, interested in surrealism 3 States.” Two new technological developments contributed to this
and Marxism, in literature and science, Unlike Grierson’s liberal elit- documentary style - television and the lightweight camera. Television
ism, which focused on the dignity of labour but as divorced from the news had the appearance of live images. The lightweight=camera™
social context, Jenningss films focused on the everyday life and vmadeTit'possiblerto be unobtrusive.and. mobile-and- to.catch. reality. on

sounds of ordinary men and women (as in Spare Time, 1939). Héwas ' efilmaCertain earlier documentary traditions also inflected their work:
the first documentarist to go outside London into the northern parts ordinary people testified to their experiences whether, for example, it
jof the UK and to make films about industrial workers. A great con- was the everyday experience of Parisians in the summer of 1961 (Jean
cern of his was the Industrial Revolution and its effects on wu.uﬁb.J Rouch and Edgar Morin’s Chronigue d'un été, 1961), the French
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hagrin ot o s 1of the German Occupation. (Marcel Ophuls, Le

3 9 2 ’ '
arbam Kopple’s 7 70) or the miners’ sirike in the United States

ack women and

the il ol

thr()l_tlgnhl ﬁng Process. Lesbian and gay film-makers found a voice~! ¥

boki Wk OCUD"fentan‘r and dealt with their lifestyles as well as gay <3
¢s. During this period some of the major th kled 0

abortigy (even in F e JEL ISIHES Wicklen Were S

A, Chatles B rance, Where‘ it was then sall illegal: see Histoire |

ra > Aarles Ehn(_mt and Marielle Issartel, 1973), sexual identity,

“ISm and economic exploitation.

2401‘6 rec‘ently 's?lnce'the 1980s, developments in video technology -
an¢, subsequently in the late 19905, digital technology have led to the-
cMmergence.of numerous.collectives-and-workshops-in-Europe-and-the
U_mted States. Tt has also led to a further and a still greater democra-
tization of the camera and to more voices from the margins finding a
mode of expression. It has also led, particularly in the new millen-
nium to the vocalization-of-dissentzon=the~one~hand-and, on the
other, to a proliferation; of autobiographical texts. Changes.in-televi-
sion-broadcasting have-also-helped-to. raise the visibility of the-doe="
umentary. With the advent-of cable-and-satellite television there is a-
need for-more programmes, inclading ones that target specific-audi="
énces.

see also: dnéma-vérité, ethnographic film

For further reading see Barsam, 1992, for a geperal history; Bruzzi, 2000;
Grimshaw, 2002; Nichols, 1991 and 2001; Renov, 1993, for theory on the
documentary; Lovell and Hillier, 1972 and Winston, 1995, for the British

documentary.
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