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*m;é IPictures have always been deceiving. The idea that film and television show
%‘E}e‘!ﬂa{what is real — that they deliver an appropriate copy of the world has been
j}h« &l proven to be wrong and discredited long ago. The more surprising, there-
9’\??? fore, was the journalistic irritation in Germany when the television author
- Michael Born was convicted of faking over 20 documentaries for various
W ouley,, television channels in 1996. He merely followed the hard rules of the media
£os market in coming up with more sensational and spectacular films by stag-
ing them himself. There was the German Ku Klux Klan with homemade
white robes, the cat-snatcher or the wonder drug from a frog. At his trial
Michael Born said: ‘We are on our way from infotainment to infofiction and
the kick has to be produced, because television is no good at providing in-

5"4‘?“@ formation.” :
Ji ViEa.  However, the Michael Born incident did not lead to a discussion about

hlizace our relationship to images we can no longer trust, but only to the call to or-

iwsdeyr. der for journalists’professional ethics and a call for stronger internal con-

trols in the nations’ television newsrooms. There had already been similar

reactions in Japan, in 1992, to the faked television documentary NHK Special

— Mustan: The Forbidden Kingdom Deep in the Himalayas.® After all, Born was

still a forger from the analogue age. He produced his stories with paid ex-

tras in front of the camera. In future this extra expense will hardly be neces-

sary: One dip into the digital archives will suffice to build ail the images one

wants. Reason enough to think about the changes digitization brings to the
documentary format. .

Digitization creates a bridge between the photographic and electronic

world. Up to now digital tools have mainty been used for commercials and

in special effect scenes of big motion picture productions. But during the

last few years, a revolution has been going on in postproduction which will

have an enormous impact on our relation with the moving pictures. As it is

believed too difficult, time-consuming and, of course, expensive to change

such a large amount of pictures, many viewers believe what they see on film

or television and take it to be real. This is especially true of documentaries

and news, where the notion that a technically recorded image shows reality

in an objective way is still deeply ingrained in most viewers. After all, the
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technical possibilities of ‘faking’ images convincingly are of a relatively re-

cent date.
Conversely, it is barely a hundred years ago that mankind first had the il-

lusion that a moving image could be an accurate record of the real world.

Up to the early nineteenth century most people only knew paintings or

drawings, which, however life-like, were always perceived as subjective. In
the 1830s followed photography, about which people learned, after a few
decades, how easy it was to fake individual pictures and how willing some
were to abuse photographs for political ends.” With the digital revolution,
another qualitative change is said to have occurred. As William Mitchell
puts it: ‘Although a digital image may look just like a photograph when it is
published in a newspaper, it actually differs as profoundly from a tradi-
tional photograph as does a photograph from a painting. The difference is
grounded in fundamental physical characteristics that have logical and cul-
tural consequences.”

But even the idea that a moving image is very hard to manipulate has
never been very credible. As is well known, a documentary always follows
a specific artistic concept and its production, if not scripted, has nonetheless
to be strictly organized. In addition, the most important decisions for the
structure and dramatization of a film are made during the final cut when the
images that will eventually be shown are selected. Consequently, no objec-
tive pictures of reality are possible: selecting views means subjective views.
Most directors of documentaries are quite aware of this and therefore visu-
alize these strategies, making the production process itself enter into their
work. Yet, as Marshall McLuhan has said: ‘It is no longer “I will believe it, if
Isee it” but “I see, if I believe it””. This implies a complex reversal of our rela-
tionship with the image. It would seem that the whole idea of ‘visible evi:
dence’ — the very foundation of a Jocumentary filmmaker’s wotk —has to
be questioned.

Digital effects are still very expensive. In commercials or breathtaking
special effect-sequences the viewers getused to all the possibilities of digital
compositing, morphing and electronically multiplying extras or props. Sit-
ting at a computerized editing-suite, one can find a totally new aesthetic for
images. But not only an aesthetics: one can ‘rewrite” history. In Wolfgang
Petersen’s IN THE LINE OF FIRE (USA, 1989), a young Clint Eastwood is
shown standing beside John F. Kernedy. This was done by taking a se-
quence from DIRTY HaRRY, the famous Don Siegel/Clint Eastwood film
made in 1971, and then isolating Eastwood electronically. To fit him into the
Kennedy 1960s, Eastwood was given the first ‘digital -haircut’ of film his-
tory, as producer Jeff Apple always liked to remark.’ Young Eastwood was
then matched with archive-material of President Kennedy. In other scenes

"I See, if | Believe it' ~ Documentary and the Digital 161

actual footage of the presidential rallies of George Bush and Bill Clinton
from' 1992 were manipulated and integrated to segue into the story of the
movie. "I.'h.ls method was chosen because it would have been difficult to set
up, if a film crew had actually shot on location, not least because Eastwood -
would have attracted-more public attention than either of the candidates. In
a sequence of the President arriving with Air Force One the body of George
Bush was used, with only his head replaced by that of the actor who plays
ti?e President in the film. Other computer-generated images, which the
viewer could not recognize as artificially produced were also included. For
instance, thanks to the computer, a few hundred extras became a crowd of
severa] thousands, standing and waiting alongside the street, applauding
the President on his rally through town.

Again, the technique itself is not that new. For some decades now, it has
been possible to achieve similiar effects with analogue pictures. Thé best-
known example is probably Woody Allen’s zELIG (1983), where the epony-
mous hero, played by Allen, is shown meeting prominent people in differ-
ent situations and at different times throughout the twentieth century
ugually by posing with them in newspaper photographs. However, in 1983’
this was very time-consuming work, because on the optical bench one never
has real-time control as one does today. If one analyzes zeLiG carefully, one
can see how ingenjously the technicians manipulated the photographs and
hqw gle.verly the editors did their work, in order to create the impression of
this living chameleon. The film also works because strategies borrowed
from the documentary form were used, such as using as eye-witnesses such
well-known personalities as Saul Bellow and Susan Sontag {‘He was the
phenomenon of the Twenties’).

In FORREST GUMP (1995} by Robert Zemeckis, the manipulation of histori-
cal news footage was even more elaborate. One will recall that the central
char?.cter, a Vietnam hero played by Tom Hanks, meets different American
Pre.s1dents, gives them a handshake and even talks to them. Our concepts of
a discrete chronological time and a unique historical space are undermined.
The computer literally puts the words of the script in the Presidents’
mouths. As we get used to such techniques, the stakes are getting lower.
Every day brings surprising new effects in television commercials, which
present the state-of-the-art of digital technologies right within our living
rooms. It .is as if the whole history of visualization is being reinvented, with
con}mermals often showing off a very broad palette of different techniques.
Besides dazzling the viewer with colour, there has also been a renaissance of
black-and-white images, to attract the viewers’ attention, simulating a pho-
togr.aphic past when a historic setting is suggested, as in advertisements for
Levi's Jeans, or Jim Beam Whiskey. In future, the digital manipulation of
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images will become a day-to-day affair and in a few years everybody will be
able to change images with his own personal computer and so redefine the
past. One benefit might be that not many people will be left who place their
(at any rate misplaced) trust in the evidentiary truth of the moving image.

Documentary filmmakers have to think hard about the consequences
that this entails for their work. One possible answer is to obtain credibility
and reliability, not from the images themselves, but from the information
about who made the film, and how it was produced. This process has tobe
shown in the films themselves, so that not only the ‘perfect’ results are
shown, but the making of the film itself becomes a topic. As Brian Winston
has pointed out: ‘Grounding the documentary idea in reception rather than
in representation is exactly the way to preserve its validity. It allows for the
audience to make the truth claim for the documentary rather than the docu-
mentary implicitly making the claim for itself.”

I am firmly convinced that this new concept will liberate the documen-
tary. At the Documentary Film Centre in Stuttgart we organized a confer-
ence on this precise topic in 1996 Among the films shown, there were a
number of examples of how film directors have been using the new tech-
nologies, while also launching their ideas for a new aesthetics of the docu-

- mentary form. Leo Lorez from Hamburg showed a series of films, made in
1990/ 91— he called them cultural videograms — which are about the Russian
constructivists of the 1920s, such as El Lissitzky, Konstantin Melnikov and
Alexander Rodchenko. The topic lent itself especially well for new possibili-

 ties of visualization. For exémple, he built a model, based on the architectal
drafts of El Lissitzky for a new type of house, then made paintings of the
building and integrated a computer simulation into footage of today’s Mos-
cow in a very stimulating and thought-provoking way.

The visualization of objects that do not ‘really” exist is a very powerful
tool, especially if it helps to tella story or support a sirong argument. Never-
theless, the question did arise whether the use of these possibilities is ac-
ceptable for documentaries. How far can and should a film maker go?
Should these tools be barned in a particular genre? Cansucha demand bea
realistic option? Who will or should ‘police’ the digital world? In my opin-
ion, the example of EL LissiTzKy shows clearly that these tools can be very
helpful and can give the documentary a new openness notjust aesthetically,
but for new content and argument.

Joachim Faulstich is another director who has specialized in docu-
fictions on political, scientific and ecological topics. In 1994 he made the sci-
ence fiction film crAsH 2030. In the year 2030 the environment is so heavily
damaged that a public prosecutor of the European Community is asked to
investigate the causes of the ecological disaster, and what could have been
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31/32) In crASE 2030 (2994) by Joachim Faulstich ar zmpendmgenvr};ronmental catas-
trophe is illustrated by digitally manipulating photographic images from the present,
using simple paintbox software. The goal was fo inform and activate the viewers by
simulating the future ‘realistically’, which is to say, providing a perspective the viewer
can identify with.
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done to prevent the catastrophe in the 1980s and 19g0s. crRasH 2030 is a sub-
jective comment on our times, and uses an interesting mixture of different
materials. It incorporates quotations from news bulletins and television-
features, classical documentary footage and graphics, while the sequerces
with the prosecutor are staged, as are the eyewitness reports. For the viewer
a differentiation between the sources is no longer possible. However, it is
clear that, given the underlying scenario, the images are subject to a strong
argumentative structure provided by the director. Some images, especially
the so called ‘reconstructions’ are made with a simple paintbox-system.
What is most interesting is how Faulstich uses the new digital possibilities
to develop a forceful commentary on ecological politics. Insofar as it started
fruitful discussions on the topics it raised, the film can be considered as very
successful.

The Swiss film BaBYLON 2 could also be called extremely subjective,
Made by an kraqgi-born film maker, Samir, who has lived in Switzerland
since the age of six, the film concerns the second generation of immigrants
and their situation today. Samir uses different materials such as documen-
tary images shot by himself, old news footage, private amateur movies and
videos, fictional scenes, photographs, graphics and even written text and
words. The editing was done on an Avid compositor, and Samir blended
the material in an interesting and original way, also creating a very sophisti-
cated and complicated soundtrack for the film. Given that there is usually
more than one image simultaneously on the screen, the linearity of tradi-
tional film is overthrown. Such a layered structure is extremely suitable for
this particular topic, as the young people featured in the film are, of course,
also divided and have multiple presences: negotiating their identity be-
tween their new home, Switzerland, and the country their parents origi-
nally came from. Yet despite these potentially intrusive technologies, Samir
made a very personal film and opened a new horizon with his concept. As a
critic wrote: ‘The result is a documentary which s literally the most multi-
facetted film of its kind to have come out of Switzerland. Above all, how-
ever, BABYLON 2 is a montage which is not content simply to compile
otherwise pre-existing material, but seeks to draw the varied spectrum of
material into an interplay of confrontational relationships. This confirms
Samir's belief that as individuals, not only the immigrants in the mass resi-
dential areas of the Swiss suburbs, but all of us, are damned to remain help-
lessly isolated.” _

Such new aesthetics and editing effects were, of course, also possible
with traditional tools, but complicated, more expensive and giving the film-
maker often only poor control over the results,
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33/34) New imaging tools can result in g fascinating new aesthetic, as shown in BABY-
LON 2 (1993), a film by the Swiss-lragui director Samir, who puts togetheré literally
multi-loyered” portrait of linguistic and geographical exile.
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BABYLON 2, by utilizing the full range of effects now available manages to
overcome the old educational concept of the documentary, opening it up to
a more subjective-way of handling even political topics. These films are re-
freshing, not least because in the 1970s and 1980s there were so many politi-
cally engaged documentary films whose strongly didactic, educating intent
ended up alienating the viewer. In this respect, the political 19705 were nota

good decade for documentaries: previously, there had been more interest- ~

ing examples of ironic and subjective films, such as those coming out of the
documentary department of the Siiddeutscher Rundfunk, known as the so-
called ‘Stuttgarter Schule’. There, already in the mid-1950s, a group of
young filmmakers, strongly influenced by the German news magazine Der
Spiegel, were searching for ways of renewing the television documentary.
The targets, against which they tried out their ideas, were the time-
honoured ‘Kulturfilm” (natural history film) and the ‘Wochenschau’ (news-
reel film), genres that had been abused for political propaganda in the Third
Reich. After an initial period of trial and error, Heinz Huber, Dieter Ertel
and his colleagues found a new form, featured mostly in the series Zeichen
der Zeit (Sign of the Times), broadcast between 1957 and 1972, at a rate of
several films per year.” They tried to present current aspects of German soci-
ety, commenting often ironically and with a sense of humour in the editing,
. which is rare, if not unknown today. In the 1960s the group was strongly in-
fluenced by the American Direct Cinema, which is one more reason why
these traditions should not be altogether forgotten and why the films de-
serve to be rediscovered.

In conclusion, it is worth repeating that our trust in the moving image as_

an index of truth is of fairly recent standing, and has always required a
healthy dose of scepticism and critical intelligence. With digitization we
may have to adjust to a new magnitude of constructedness of the image,
when it comes to how ‘reality’ is presented to us in film and television, but
the principle and the problem are as old as the cinema itself, This applies to
documentaries and news footage, just as much as to fiction films or televi-
sion broadcasting, where the same critical stance is needed that we have al-
ready developed towards photography and printed information. This may
be one reason why, since the 1g70s, film and television are no longer as hos-
tile to each other: they probably know perfectly well, that, in the face of our
sharpened awareness of what they are up to, they need - and need to sup-
port — each other.

Theatrical and Television Documentary: The
Sound of One Hand Clapping '

Brian Winston -

The dominant British (or, better, Anglo-American) documentary tradition
is one of social realist work dedicated to public education and information -
a tradition I shall refer to, in shorthand, as Griersonian, In considering it, not
much understanding can be gained from examining the difference between
cinema works-and-television works sirice the tradition has, for the reasons
John Ellis has suggested, at best only a pre-history in the cinema.” The docu-
mentary has developed in Britain, in essence, as a television form so that the
idea that film and television documentary are locked together in some
Cain-and-Abel conflict makes little sense in the British context. It is more
like one hand clapping.

John Grierson defined the documentary as ‘the creative treatment of ac-
tuality’, but of these three terms ‘actuality’ came to dominate.’ Beyond art,
which is what creativity implies; beyond drama, which is what treatment
means; the documentary is also evidentiary, scientific. The term ‘documen-
tary” depends on the presence of ‘actuality” in this definition. ‘Document’, to
quote the Oxford English Dictionary, is ‘something written, inscribed etc.
which furnishes evidence or information’. It is crucial because Grierson also al-
lowed ‘creativity’ and ‘treatment’, both of which work against any truth
claim. Only ‘actuality” sustains the non-fiction status of the documentary.

The “etc.” in the Dictionary embraces photography. The concept of the
photograph as document, despite the contemporary positioning of photo-
graphy as an art, arises from the camera’s basic status as a scientific instru-
ment capable of producing evidence. There are two main reasons, for this.
First, there is the long history of pictorial representation as a mode of scien-
tific evidence, a history which conditions, in part, the research agenda that
produces the modern camera; and second, there is the tendency of modern
science to produce data via instruments of inscription whose operations are
analogous to the camera. The camera, in effect, joined ‘the thermometer, ba-
rometer, hygrometer”, and the telescope and microscope in 1839 as nothing
so much as the latest of scientific instruments. The photographic document
offers prima facie evidence of the real.

Not only that, but the data produced by these instruments of inscription
led the way in creating an ‘avalanche of printed numbers™, of statistics, at
first scientific and then, by analogy, social. The new concept of Thomme




