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The Role of the Filmmaker: Truth and Awareness
Documentary can be defined as motion picture that shapes and interprets factual material for purposes of education or entertainment. Coined by John Grierson in 1926, the term focuses on how the original actor within the original world can successfully interpret the modern world through a “creative treatment of actuality” (Kerrigan and McIntyre). There are countless documentaries within the world covering countless topics with countless purposes in mind, all filmed in countless styles and methods, but as Grierson explains, there is a common focus on this shared actuality within the world. The problem with most documentary films, though, is that the filmmaker never does enough in their film. Filmmakers are too focused on simply exposing the truth on the issues being filming and not focused enough on providing solutions for these issues. This is something apparent in all genres of documentary, from cinema verité, which Bill Nichols explains, “seldom offered the sense of history, context, or perspective that viewers seek” (640), to observational film, which “appears to leave the driving to us. No one tells us about the sights we pass or what they mean” (642). Despite each film varying greatly in topic, film style, and the filmmaker’s role, Titicut Follies, Hoop Dreams, Capturing the Friedmans, and Chronicle of a Summer each have a set goal: uncover the truth by any means, unveil it to the audience, and leave them to figure out the rest. These films all testify to the documentarian’s focus on awareness in their films without providing solutions to the issues they uncover, leaving the audience to figure out if and how they want to make a change.
Titicut Follies (dir. Frederick Wiseman, 1967) is a direct cinema documentary film that depicts the inmates/patients at Bridgewater State Hospital, a correctional institution located in Bridgewater, Massachusetts. The film itself is highly memorable for the graphic and brutal shots it shows of patients existing in horrible living conditions thanks to the indifferent staff. In showing this content, Wiseman uses the direct cinema style, a genre first created in the late 1950s that incorporates lightweight filming equipment, handheld cameras, synchronous sound, and a small crew. The main priority of direct cinema is to capture objective truthfulness through the use of these techniques, “direct cinema practitioners [striving] for a sense of invisibly entering into the scene, a strategy that could produce a range of affects, from intimate viewer participation to invasive voyeurism. Long lenses [catch] candid behavior at a distance; zooms [provide] intense, revealing close-ups; cutaway shots [home] in on awkward and nervous gestures; directional and remote microphones [capture] whispered, offhand remarks” (Geiger 168-169). This style is quite apparent in his film, specifically with the handheld camera and lack of people, as Wisemen frequently uses long-shots and sudden zooms on people’s faces to show this truth. What’s particularly interesting is Wisemen’s own role in his film, or rather his lack of one. He never actually appears on camera nor does his voice appear off camera – he has no direct or indirect involvement in the events unfolding before everyone. This is a large aspect of this style, the disconnection of the documentarian from his film allows for this objective truthfulness to be shown without any outsiders effecting what is being filmed. The problem, though, is that Wiseman’s lack of a role leads to the film only being focused on awareness rather than trying to find solutions.
As previously stated, Titicut Follies showcases a plethora of brutal images. Such shots include a man being force-fed through a tube, a man being repeatedly bullied by one of the staff members because of his unclean room, and a man trying to explain to indifferent staff members that being at the facility is making him worse. Watching the film, it’s easy to feel offput by the graphic images, and the truth is that many viewers were more than just disturbed. The film was highly censored because “the results so alarmed officials that they called for a ban on the film which the State Supreme Court ultimately upheld. Main in favor of the ban argued the film was sheer voyeurism, documenting private lives in order to exploit them” (Geiger 173). Despite this issue, my argument here is not about whether or not Wiseman was in the right or wrong when it came to filming the inmates, but rather the unethicality of him filming the inmates and doing nothing more. Again, he does not show up in the film at any point, meaning he does not try to intervene and help the inmates as they are brutalized and demeaned. Looking at a particular moment in the film, about a quarter of the way through, Wiseman films a scene in which a staff member bullies an inmate. As the naked and uncensored inmate is taken from his room to get shaved, the staff member repeatedly asks him, “how’s the room, Jim?” Even when the inmate answers his question with “it’s clean” multiple times, he still continues to harass the inmate. The behavior is cruel and supposedly unprompted, and yet Wiseman stays absolutely silent during the four minute long harassment as he films a long take of it all. It feels wrong to act as a fly on a wall during these brutal scenarios, merely throwing these images to the audience as if saying, “here, you deal with this instead of me.” In an interview, Wiseman himself states, “it’s not for me to say what the change should be. What the films do is give people some information. Hopefully on the basis of this and other information people will be able to make more informed decisions about what, if any, change they would like to have take place. It’s not my wish to impose solutions” (560). Right here, Wiseman describes the problem with filmmakers in documentary. It forces too much pressure on the audience, especially when the filmmaker refuses to take any obvious side on an issue. This problem occurs in not just direct cinema films but more hybrid ones as well.
Jumping ahead twenty years, Hoop Dreams (dir. Steve James, 1994) is a hybrid style documentary that shows the life of two young boys, William Gates and Arthur Agee. It didn’t initially start off this way, though. In an interview with Jason Guerrasio, director Steve James and producer Frederick Marx explain in the beginning that “the topic back then was to focus on a single playground, to do a film that looked at the culture from that court. We’d look at young dreamers, washed-up dreamers, and then maybe ideally a great college player or pro that came from that playground” (James). This plan evolved through time as change occurred: Marx received a $2000 grant, executive producer Gordon Quinn and cinematographer Peter Gilbert joined the team, and the group met the two talented boys previously mentioned. The team decided it would be best to check it on the family from time to time as Gates and Agee went through high school. In the end what they created was a documentary that brought the audience on a long journey with the two as they tried to pursue a career in the NBA, beginning when they were recruited by St. Joseph High School for the basketball team. Over the course of the film, many issues come about on the road to their dreams, including poverty, race, absent fathers, the educational system, depression, and much more. Ultimately, neither of them are able to accomplish the dream they want, but they learn a lot about themselves and the world along the way. The style of the film is a bit of a hybrid, not as clear cut as Wiseman’s direct cinema. Marx describes that “on one hand, Kartemquin had this glorious reputation of vérité filmmaking, but we also talked about how we wanted to bring some narrative filmmaking standards to vérité. We had that notion from the beginning, putting a bit of narrative polish on it” and Gilbert further explains this by describing his role: “where I was able to help [the film] the most was that I came from a background of shooting vérité in scenes. Working with Barbara Kopple, it was more about “How can we make these things into scenes rather than interviews?”’ The film ended up being an interesting mix of cinema vérité, which will be described in detail later, and observational techniques. However, the main aspect the filmmakers use in filming is spending an extended amount of time with the social actors to allow them to eventually become comfortable with him and show the real truth. This is already quite different from the techniques of Wiseman. Despite the fact that they don’t physically appear and James’ voice is rarely present, only appearing to ask the occasional question to Gates or Agee, the filmmakers still rely on being deeply connected to the lives of those they’re filming. So in this case, the filmmakers do have a large presence within the film. However, they still fail to do enough for their subjects and audience.
At one point during the filming process, the team heard that the Agee’s electricity was suddenly cut off due to their lack of funds to pay for it. Taking the opportunity, they headed over to the house and decided to film the incident, despite the fact that Arthur expressed discomfort in it being caught on camera. Feeling guilty, the filmmakers later decided to pay the fee to turn the lights back on, although this wasn’t on camera. James and Gilbert explain the situation in the interview with Guerrasio, stating that the reason they went ahead and paid “was probably guilt, but it was the least we could do. We thought, ‘Fuck that whole journalistic-ethics thing, we should do this because we’ve been in these folks’ lives, we owe them this’” and “I’ve worked with people who say they can’t do that because it changes things. I take issue with that.” Unlike with Wiseman, the filmmakers here decide to actually intervene in a problematic situation and have an active role in the film. It’s a very heartwarming moment that shows the filmmakers having a direct role and not throwing everything upon the audience when it comes to providing change. However, this is just one single issue in the film. There are many more unfortunate moments that occur within that James, Marx, and Gilbert refuse to intervene and help. One in particular is the fact that they don’t help Arthur Agee stay at St. Joseph High School by giving the family any money; instead, they just sit back coldly and film the situation unravel further and further. Kimberly Davis talks about these types of issues with hybrid documentaries like Hoop Dreams, explaining that “instead of hiding behind cinema verité’s ambiguity and disingenuous refusal of authority, [documentary filmmakers] would do better to acknowledge that they do have an agenda and a point of view, and to communicate this clearly both to their audiences and their subjects, particularly when dealing with sensitive racial issues” (44). James obviously has an interest in showing racial issues and educational issues within school systems and society, but he doesn’t go deep enough. The audience isn’t given enough information, making a hybrid film like Hoop Dreams the same as any other film. And to go even deeper, Hoop Dreams isn’t even the only film with a hybrid style that refuses to do anything more than show awareness.
As the name implies, Capturing the Friedmans (Andrew Jarecki, 2003) is another hybrid documentary that documents the Friedmans, a family from New York that consists of Arnold (father), Elaine (mother), David (oldest brother), Seth (middle brother), and Jesse (youngest brother). Just like with Hoop Dreams, Jarecki didn’t initially plan on the whole family being the subject; rather, the plan was to create a short film on children’s birthday party entertainers, one of which being a popular clown Silly Billy, or David Friedman. During Jarecki’s researching of David, he discovered a case surrounding his family – a child sexual abuse case. He became interested in this new topic (Kohn and Jarecki). The film begins with the U.S. postal service intercepting a child pornography magazine that made its way from the Netherlands to Great Neck, New York, the home of one Arnold Friedman. The majority of the film is spent focusing on how the family continues to live their lives as Arnold and Jesse are charged with sodomy and sexual abuse towards numerous children. By the end, the audience finds out that Arnold committed suicide in prison and Jesse was released after serving 13 years. Jarecki goes about creating this film very differently from the previous two filmmakers, using a mixture of past footage filmed by the Friedmans themselves, footage from Jarecki in the moment, and interviews featuring the family, friends, apparent victims, and law enforcement. However, as both use hybrid styles, Capturing the Friedmans has similarities with Hoop Dreams, one in particular being the role of Jarecki in his film. Once again he doesn’t physically appear in the film itself, although his voice can be occasionally heard during the interviews when he’s asking questions to his interviewees. His lack of a role in the film is to allow the images before him to speak for themselves, but it also feels like the filmmaker is once again pushing the issues addressed in the film onto the audience.
	It’s clear in the film that Jarecki is rather neutral while bringing forth this information about the Friedmans. In an interview with Eric Kohn when asked about if he expected his film have an impact on others, Jarecki explains, “Number one, I said look: Arnold Friedman was a pedophile and kind of irredeemable. But that doesn’t mean his son was guilty of these shocking crimes. The fact that Arnold Friedman possessed a small amount of child pornography is equally unsupportable but also doesn’t say anything about his son.” This means that Jarecki’s own opinions wavered towards believing Arnold was guilty and Jesse was innocent, and a goal of the film seemed to be to reveal the truth of Jesse’s innocence to the world. The problem with this, though, is that the documentary they created does not reflect this ideology. Many people walk away from the film not knowing if the Friedmans are innocent or not. Marsha and Devin Orgeron support this claim, explaining that “to some degree, of course, Jarecki’s film offers a possible answer by involving the viewer in the drama of the Friedman family but ultimately refusing to take a clear stand on Arnold’s or Jesse’s guilt or innocence. Intimacy, in other words, is Jarecki’s goal, and his film seeks proximity more than it does any notion of truth or justice” (859-860). This can become very problematic when it comes to sending a message. Jarecki neither makes a stand that the Friedmans are innocent and there should be change in society to stop innocent people from getting thrown in jail, nor does he make a stand that the Friedmans were guilty and there should be change in society to stop more pedophilia from occurring. What also makes things particularly confusing is Jarecki’s contradicting editing – he’ll spend one moment showcasing how Arnold and Jesse might be guilty, only for the next to show how they might be innocent. This is particularly evident with how the film ends. Leading up to the ending, there are scenes in which Arnold not only shows his true guilt by revealing through his wife that he molested two boys, but there’s also the conversation with Jesse and the lawyer about how Arnold possibly molested Jesse as a child, and yet the ending showcases upbeat music and home footage of the family all happily interacting with one another. It feels strange to watch this scene – should we associate happiness or trauma with their past? Should we believe Arnold is innocent or guilty? What are we expected to do if we don’t even know if he’s innocent or not? In his criticism of the film, Paul Arthur explains that the film, “employs a pattern of establishing, then undermining, the credibility of various witnesses, a truly coy mechanism built on withholding certain facts in order to induce a shift in viewer sympathies or conclusions” (6). This makes it difficult to understand what Jarecki’s personal angle is and what the audience is meant to take away from the film. This neutral position of the filmmaker “enables [Jarecki] to evade responsibility for dealing with the complexities of his material” (7). Instead, the responsibility is pushed onto the audience. Overall, it feels like the film is trying to say something about how change must occur in the world to stop further instances like the Friedman’s from happening, but it’s difficult to tell what and how that should be done. These same issues also expand to the last style mentioned: cinema vérité.
Chronicle of a Summer (dir. Jean Rouch and Edgar Morin, 1961) is a cinema vérité documentary that focuses on interviewing and conversing with a group of people in France about their society. They begin the film by taking to the streets and asking random strangers if they’re happy, showing a range of responses. Over the course of the film, the two filmmakers specifically focus on talking to “men and women of various ages, of various backgrounds, (office workers, laborers, merchants intellectuals, worldly people, etc.) and [concentrates] on a certain number of individuals (six to ten) who are quite different from each other, although none of these individuals could rightly be considered a general ‘social type’” (Morin 464). Their explicitly stated goal was to seek the real truth about French society, which does comes through with the style. Cinema vérité utilizes a 16 mm camera, a tape recorder, and chronological editing. It has many similarities to direct cinema as both styles have a specific interest in showing an objective truth about life, asking similar ethical questions, and using handheld cameras and editing to give meaning to the content they film. However, the two aim to uncover this truth in different ways, direct cinema doing so through just observing the events and subjects, while cinema vérité uses any means possible. In other words, the main difference between the two begins to appear when looking at the role of the filmmaker, something very apparent when comparing Titicut Follies to Chronicle of a Summer. Whereas Wiseman exists as a silent observer who tries to make himself and his camera absent from the film, Rouch and Morin directly interact with their subjects and constantly acknowledge the presence of the camera. For Chronicle of a Summer, it’s explained, “we could call this film ‘two authors in search of six characters…’ The authors themselves mingle with the characters; there is not a moat on either side of the camera but free circulation and exchanges” (Morin 464), while for Titicut Follies, the many scenes include “an appearance of non-intervention, fidelity to subjects, narrative legibility without added contextual information, mobile camera, sync sound, natural lighting and settings, and so on” (Geiger 174). Again, intervention or the lack of it is the main difference. For Rouch and Morin, this means that as outsiders they are able to live in the world of their subjects and learn to understand the problems they’re dealing with, something that the other three films fail to do. Despite this direct involvement, though, the film has the same issues as all the others, still failing to go above and beyond and actually provide solutions to the issues it discusses. 
The primary goal of Chronicle of a Summer is to show the truth of French society and the people who live within it. Along the way, Rouch and Morin showcase different aspects within society, including topics of race, class, religion, and mental issues. Despite the fact that the two do present these serious issues, they don’t do much besides just talking about how these issues exist within the world. The filmmakers merely make the audience aware of all the problems within society and then leave them to do what they please with the information; they seem more focused on filming the truth and asking their subjects if everything feels real. A particular moment of this is when Rouch and Morin are talking to Marceline and others about her tattoo. This occurs about two thirds through the film while in the middle of discussing race. Interrupting this conversation, Rouch very abruptly asks the two black men, Landry and Raymond, what they think her tattoo is. When they reply with no ideas, Marceline explains that it’s from when she was forced into a concentration camp. The screen then very abruptly changes to a new scene where Marceline is walking down a road, reminiscing on painful memories of the camp and her father. Once this long take is over, though, so is the topic – anti-Semitism never comes up again in the film. It’s very strange and frustrating that the filmmakers so suddenly bring up the topic and then proceed to do nothing more about it. They don’t make any statement about how the Holocaust needs to be remembered or provide solutions for making anti-Semitism less of an issue today, they just bring up Marceline’s tattoo to the two black men as some sort of shock value. It’s not accidental either. Morin himself explains in an article he wrote, “it was possible to judge this film variously: reactionary or revolutionary, bourgeois or leftist. I don’t want to get dragged into defining right now what I understand by reactionary, bourgeois, Left; nor to polemicize with those who find the film reactionary” (470). The filmmakers explicitly refuse to take sides on issues or claim to want to create any change, making it difficult to understand what it is the audience should do after watching the film. This is a similar ideology to what Wiseman expressed earlier about how he doesn’t wish to provide solutions or answers, just letting the audience take what they will from the film, which might seem objective but really just ends up being stressful. It’s certainly possible to view the film from any of these perspectives – it being viewed through a revolutionary lens might encourage people to try and make a new change within French society, while a reactionary lens might encourage people to try and return French society to the past – but the problem with this is that since there isn’t one single reading of the film that is emphasized by the filmmakers, the audience doesn’t know which response is the best option. It’s the same problem Capturing the Friedmans has with refusing to show Arnold and Jesse as clearly innocent or clearly guilty. Moments like these make Chronicle of a Summer just like all the previous films. Truly, all the filmmakers mentioned here only care about finding the truth, presenting it to their audience, and then leaving them to do whatever with the information. And this needs to change for the future.
	Documentaries have been a large part of society for so long, focusing on exposing a particular truth to the world and motivating the people to do something about it. The problem, though, is that the documentary filmmaker does not do enough in their film. They motivate people to create change through spreading awareness but they don’t make it clear what actually needs to be done. This is the case in many documentaries, no matter the style, including the films Titicut Follies, Hoop Dreams, Capturing the Friedmans, and Chronicle of a Summer. Even in the films in which the filmmaker is present on camera and with their subjects, their role is still not strong enough. In order for true, positive change to come as a result of documentaries, change needs to occur with how the filmmaker is involved in their film. People like Frederick Wiseman, Steve James, Andrew Jarecki, Jean Rouch, and Edgar Morin need to do their part in their films in order to change social issues like prison conditions, educational systems, racism, and pedophilia, rather than just filming the truthful scenes and pushing everything onto the viewer. As Jill Godmilow states in an interview with Ann-Louise Shapiro, “what’s essential to me, also, is to produce an audience of individuals (not a “community”) who become active intellectual participants in a discussion of the social conditions and relationships represented” (83). Future documentarians should emphasize having this kind of outcome. Their true goal should be to create a documentary that encourages people from all backgrounds to talk with one another about what they just watched and discuss what they should now do with the information the documentarian presented to them, and this can only be accomplished through the documentarian having a more active role in their film. This means that filmmakers can indeed create change in society and the whole world, but only if everyone involved does their equal part – both the filmmakers and the individuals watching. I can only hope that such can be encouraged for the future of documentaries. I look forward to when that time comes, and I hope you do too.
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