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Abstract 

This thesis 1s an eX81!lination of var10us aspects of ~'direct" .. 
documentary or "direct cinema" in terms of current issues and debates 

in film theory. It is structured around detailed discussions of 

issues 'such as hih~'rând cinema 1 film genre, narrative and , 
non-narrative structures, r~alfsm. spectator-position1ng, and editfng 

and shot articulation. (ach of these series of issues, which form 

the basis of the chapter divisions of the thesis, is ,focussed exclusively 
/ 

on documentary, on direct cinema as a sub-category of documentary, 

and on the American documentarist Freder1ck Wiseman as a preeminent 

. practitioner of this particular form of documentar~. Close examfnation 

of portions ,of "each of Wiseman's films, tqgether with a detaileG 

examination of his first film, Titicut Follies, complement and focus 

the founding theoretical arguments. The argument throughout contests 

the widespread tendencies to eitne~~dismiss or valorise documentary 

and direct cinema,' 
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R~sumê \ 

te mêno1re examine' divers aspects du "c1nêma direét" ou ,.;Jdu 

,documentaire IIdirect" en fonction des dêbats qui nourrissent 

, actuellement la thêor1e cfnêmatograph~qu\~':" Sa rêpartitfon en 

chap1 tr~s correspond aux th@mes q~1 y sont soumi s al' êtude 

dêtai1lêe; le cinêma et, l'histoire. le genre, les structures 

narratives ou non-narratives. le rêalfsme. la position du 

spectateur, et le montage et l'agencement des plans. ' Chaque 
, 

th!me nlest env1sagê que dans son rapport exclusif au documentaire 

ou 'au c1nêma direct en tant que sous-ca'têgor1e du documentaire,' 

, ei au documentariste 'amêr1cain Frederick Wiseman en tant que 

practicien prêêminent de ce genre de documentafre. l'examen 

serré de certaines sêquenc~s tirêes de chacun de ses films ainsi 

que de latotal1tê' de son premier' film. T1t1cut Fol11es, permet 

de concentrer et de complêmenter les arguments thêoriques fondateurs. 
1 r~ 

Le mêmo1re conteste de façon soutenue la tendance largement rêpandùe 

'qu1 est ou de nêgl1ger ou de valoriser le documentaire ou le cinêma 

·direct. 
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Intr.oduction and Acknowledgements 

1 

This thes1s has ,a'" number of foc1. It ,1$ a working";through 

of a number -of issues. approaches. or methodolog1es' in currant film 

theory w1t~in:the. terms of their applicabi1ity for a particular 

subgenre of documentary film. w.hat ~1ght be cal1ed "direct" documentary 

or "direct cinema".l The pertinence of such a study could be put in 

genera 1 tenns, in these ways, in two of the very fi rst recent attempts 

ta give substantial theoret1cal and crit1cal elucidat10n of the 

documentary genre: 

c" 

'ft 15 odd that 50 much theoret1cal attention 
should go to those areas where 111usionhm 1$ 
render-ed at least suspect by the film 1tself 
(narrative. and now exper1me~tal fi lm) a,nd sa 
very li ttle to documentary wllere the challenge 
of factng this 111usion1sm head-on 15 
greatest •••• Desp1te the denunciat10n of 
var10us cinemat1c "real1sms". th1s work ha5 
scarcely begun with documentary, and yet what 
better place 15 there to confrant the challenge 
of rea 11 sm than here 12 ' 

Discussions of the space llm occupies w1thin 
1deologieal discourse te to dism1ss documentary 
as 1 rredeemab 1 y 1mp 11 ca t d .. n an ana 1 og i ca 1 
mode of representation a d an 1deolog1cal. rêg1me 
fran wh1 ch 1 t can take n d1 stance. TM s has 
meant that documentary f ,lms have scarcely begun 
to be treated 1n tenns 0 her than those they set 
for themselves, that 1s n tenns of the extent 
to wh1 ch thëy revea 1 ait e truth about whatever 
they are addressing. Wh re discussion of 
documentary film has bee attœ,pted. ft has 
been frozen w1thin fts fdeolog1cal space, with 
the result tha't., its ope at10n wfth regard to the 
production of mean1ng -' as" 1 sem10tic system - has 
remetnec" ta ken 'for gran ",3 
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By addressing itself directly and extens1~ely to this lack, 

these questions, 1t 1s hoped this thesis will contribute to 

• furthering a deconstructive and critical appraisal of documentary. 

Another focus of in teres t 1 s the work of the Amer i can 

documentarist Frederick Wiseman, seen âs an increastngly. preeminent 

instance with1n the field of direct cinema. W1seman',s films 4 are 

now recefving quite widespread attention at the journal istic. 

educatfonal and general non-conmer'cial level, and to a certa i n extent, 

at the level of the academy. 5 This thesis attempts to 
1 

place Wiseman's 

work in a context in which ft as hitherto not been placed in pub-li shed 

. work.,except for Bill Nichols' Il Fred Wiseman' s Documentari es: Theory 

and Structure l/
6 -- an expl1cit 

if 

y theoretical. analyt1cal and cr1tical 

context. i nfonned by the need o apply an increasinqly well-established 
, 

body of film theory to the fie d of d 1 rect documentary. Thus ft 15 as 

much an experfment in the appr prfateness of certain methodologies. 

tbeorfes, as a concern to elu idate those several films which comprise 

Wiseman's oeuvre; an fnqu1ry into current f0t'1'lulatfons of film theor~ 

and crft1cism as 1t mfght be focussed on these fflms. Thus. the thesfs 

15 structured around central problems in fflm theory in general and 

'documentary in particulari questions of hfstpry and genre, narrative 
," 

and .non-narrative, real1sm, subject-pos1t1oning and cinemat1c , 

articulations such as ed1t1ng. representatfon and analysfs. 
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The third focus of the work is a detailed analysis of some 

(neglected) aspects of the first and perhaps most controversial 

and "hybridU of \4iseman ' s films. Titicut Follies. 

3 

Thus. the strengths of the work. it is hoped. lie in th1s 

consistent focus on a body of films and the critical material relevant 
1 

for them, and on the manner in which this collection of texts. 

inter- and intra-texts, are to be constituted. 

Acknowledgement is due to the Professorial Board o..f the \ 
. " 

University of Queensland. Australia. for the award of the generous 
, \ 

Captain James Cook Travelling Scholarship and to the Faculty of 1 

\ 
Graduate Studies and Research. McGi1l University. for a Fee Bur'sary. 

Bath of these have assisted financially dur1ng the per10d of work 
, ,.J .. 

on this thesis. Zipporah Films. Boston. Mass •• and Mari in Motion 

Pictures, Mississauga. Ontario, gave me access ta Frederick Wiseman's 

films. Will Straw ass1sted greatly w1th budget-pr1c.ed typing. 

Professor Peter Ohlin, McGill University, prov~ded helpful 

supervision. 
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Notes 

(References are cited in full when they first appear in the thesis. 

Subsequently, theyare c1ted with author and short tit1e.) 

" 

1 The term "direct cinema", used for instance in louis 

Marcore11es' .Living Cinema (London: Allen and Unwin, 1973) has 

advantages over the more widely used term cinéma vêrité, used , 

, 
1 

for example, in Stephen Mamber's Cinema Verite in America (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 1974) and M. Ali Issar1's Cinema Veritê (Ann Arbor: 
, 

Michigan State University Press, 1971)1 in that ft av01ds ta sorne 
. "J,"""""'" . ",,,,,,,,,!11' 

extent the m~taphyslcal impl ications of the 1.atter term, implications 

which 'have been strong1y criticised by practitioners of such work 

themse1ves. 'The notton "direct cinema" itself, howev~r, will be a 
l , 

focus of .c.rfrtlque in the thesis. However. ta avo1d interminable ___ --------------
. r-------. -~--~-

rem1nders that suclr;a tenn 1s ·fndeed under scrutiny. ft. will be used 

henceforth w1thout qu tat10n marks. See Issari, C1nêma Vêrltê, 

pp.,17'-18. for a 11st 0 var10us alternative names USèd for direct 

cinema. 

2 8111 Nichols, "Oocume tary Theory and Practice", Screen, 17. 

No. 4 (W1nter 1976/77), p. 35. 

"_.' 3 Annette Kuhn, "The Camera 1 - Observations on ',Documentarylt 1 

Screen, 19, No'. 2 (SUIlIDer 1978) •• 71. 

4 The Cool IIor 1 d (1963) (W~ an wa. the producer of th f s fi 1. 

directed by Shirley Clarke). Titt ut FOllies' (1967), High SCh6~i (1969). 

Law and Order (1969), Hospital (1 70), Basic Training ,(1971). Essene (1972), 

\ 



... __ ... ,,-
~ 
) 

l 

() 

__ 1t~..tHl. 

\ . 

5 

~veni1e Court (1973), Primate (197'4), Welfare (1975), ~ (1976). 
'C 

Canal Zone (~977), ,Sfnai Field Mission (1.978). Further production 
, 

details of the films wi 11 be noted and diseussed as they become pertinent. 

The best compendium of materfa1s relevant for Wiseman's films ;s Liz 
, 

Ell sworth. Frederick Wi seman: A =guide to references and resources 1 

(Boston: G. K. Hall and Co., 1979"). 

5 See \41seman's account of major rental ~urces of hfs films in 

Ira Halberstadt. II An Inter.Yiew with Fred Wiseman" in Nonfiction Film 
~=~-=---=-~==---~ 

~~-=--~==~=--- - Th~ory and Criticism, ed. Richard Meran Barsam (New York: Dutton, 1976) ~ 

\ 
\ p.O 308. Wisemanls audience is discussed in Chapter 1. 

~ 8111 Nfchols, "Fred W1seman's Documentaries: Theory and Structure" t 
\ . 

, \ 

" : \ Film Q~~3J, No. 3 (Spring 1978). ----------
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Chapter 1 
" 

Hi s tory and Genre 

The dominant mode ,of appropriation of direct cinema (and Wiseman) 

has been within the related fields of history, or traditfcm, and genre. 

In this chapter, comnOn method~ of placing direct cinema historically 

, a 

and gener1cally will be critically assessed and alternatives-- posed. • 

The specificity of these questions for a plaéing of WiSeman will then 

be raised. 

A 

Histories of <d1r;ect cinema (concentratf~g on this while mindful 

of the wider question of doc,,"entary) are usual1y written within the 
, 

problema~ics of teleo~ogical, linear, h1storiography. Indeed, most 
1 

historical investigation collapses into the delineation of a "traditionll 

of direct cinema emerging ineluctably fr(lll the wider field of cinema 
r ' 

history. SUch accounts are simfl ar·ta ,traditional fonnul,ations of 

genre in that _botlt posit a series of "characteristics· (this 4often, sl ides 

into essential1st notions: ·necéssary", "inhe~e~t" propertie~) o~ direct 
~ . ," \ 

ci~ema which have been prop~etically env1s1oned; aspired to.; \gradually 

acquired, along wfth fa11ures. indirectfons, false starts, spectacular 

Successesj matured, refined, e~tended. The reducUo of such teleology 

15 when direct cinema fs posed as, having consfg'1ed a11 other film1c 

$lpract1ces' ta a "prehistoryll.l 
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Hlstories of documentary can appear merely 'as a concatenated 

1 

chronicle of deve10pments. 2 Or, ~here is the repeated posing of e 

historyltradition of direct cinema as an oscillation between a 

;:;,'r:;: fundamental dual ism. !t may be Dziga Vertov and Rober. 
, . 

(Vertov's specifically cinematic structuration' over against Flaherty's 

effacement of camera,prêsence): 

Pour les ancêtres du cinéma direct, l'antinomie 
est clairement perceptible dans les deux 
Weltanschauunaen de Vertov et de Flaherty •••• 
OZ1ga Vertov êclenchait la caméra et attendait 
qu'il se pa~se quelque chose, Flaherty 1a 
déclenchait et attendait que se passe la chose 
qu'il attenda it. 3 · 

. Inserted into this foundatio~al antiriomy is then a~ s~ries of 

synthetic moments which are posed as exemplary direct cinema"as 

"moments efferves~ents de cette" aventure": 4 

Jean Rouch '. a défini 1 plusieur~ r~prises 
son propos qui est de parvenir a.une synthèse 
de ces deux tendances 1 travers toute une sêr1e 
d'ajustements.5 , 

Any question of history here 1s displaced by a series of tel~ological 
" . 

recordings within an idealist dialectical movement. 

Or history can be posed in terms of a number of precursors, 
~ 

foundJng, again, "two schools" of cinema verite -- othe "French school" 

and the "American school ll
• This then leads ta the formulation of the 
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history of direct cinema following both Rouch and beacock as "Variations 

on a Theme. u6 " 

~ Reductio ad absurdum, the tradition can 'find its ultimate 

authorisation in the Lumi~re side of the Lumi~re-Mêli~s dualism: 

From its very inception the cinema can be seen as 
divfded into two main categories which remain 
essentially the same even today: the l"'~listic (or,' 
documentary) film as represented by Lùmiêr" and 
the fiction film às represented by Mêliês. 

It cao be mythologi.sed-"effusive1y as both a re,turn to primal modes 

of cinema -- "w~' are now a1most back with Lumi~re again,,8 -- ~nd 
a transcendenc~ of historical fonnation altoget"her -- uIt Girect 

ci,,~maJ imp1ies a new perception of rea1ity, starting from 'which we 
l, 

sha1l have to reconstruct the entire cinema and invent a new dramaturgy. 

Perhaps what we ~~Ye now been l;~;ng throU~h Is me~~he Cinema:, 

prehistory.,,9 A1J" this 15 usually in tenns of the construction of, 

"un mouvement artistiq'ue cOhêrent"lO out of the materials. 

Even in a ~ubsta'ntial contribution such as Ma\Dber.!s Cinema Verite 
• 1 

in America the question of direct cinema's parameters as a genre 1s 

posed in idealist, ahistorical terms. ,At the outset.J he states as 

his project envisioning lia certain ideal for this kin(l of fi lming": 
" ,) A model 1s proposed -- 'a certain type and use of cfnemat1c technology, 

although "the essentfal eleme,.nt ,in cinema verite is the act of filming 
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real people in uncontrolled situations'II; integration of the filJJJJ1aking 

process into"continuous steps in a single effort and not discretel~ . 

assignable tasks"; stripping away "accumulated conventions of traditional 
." 

cinema in the hope of rediscovering a real ity that eludes 'other forms of 

filnrnaking and reporting,,12 -- ~hich then is inscribed into his 

investigations as a series of nonms to which actual practices 

approximate to a greater or lesser degree. There, 1s moreover an implicit 

auteurism in his criticism of Tit1cut Follies, for instance, as a film 

which is not characterfstical1y "Wiseman" by a teleological read1ng of , 

this early film through the 1ater, normat~vely more acc~mplished, more 

typfcal1~ cine-ve~fte films. 13 

. 
It should be emphasised that 11near, teleologica1 read1ngs or 

constructions of hfstory 'and tradition are quite congruous wfth 
'. 

ideaÙst genre fonnulatlo'ns. Their 1mbr1cat19" can be' seen 1n 
. ~ 

Oerrida's "definition" of teleology as "neutral1zing duration and 

ac'tion [historical proce,ss] in favor Of an illusion of simultaneity 

and form [ genr~. " 14 

Examination of the relationshfp of history and direct cinema 

(and particularly Wiseman) would necessitate a multiple artfculation; 

as Nash and Neale put it, into "history of cinema", "cinema in h1story", 

and uh1story 'in'cinema,.'.15 The first two articulations are dhcussed 

in Sections A and B of th1s chapter, the third in Sections C and D. 

Rather than a teleological diachrony or a structuralist ~ynchrony, 
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1 

] 

l , 



\ 
1 
1 

, ' , 

u 

, --'------r 

the question of tn~ history and specificlty of direct cinema can be 

posed in the re1a~~ terms of the "institution" of cinema 16 and of 

discursive f~rmations. 17 Ellis distinguishes three major forms of. 

institutionalised organisation of the cinema in its pistory -- the 

artisanal mode, the industrial form. and the "current form" of 

10 

centralisation of power in distribution, diversification of production. 

increasi~gly diversified and specialJsed"markets, etc. 18 Clear1y, 

direct cinema is an instance of the artisanal mode ("independance"; 

;ntegration of relations of production by disputing hlerarchised 
, " 

divisions of labour; non-theatrical distribution), yet it is particùlar1Y 

the case with Wiseman that this mode is inserted into the "current form" 

-- Wiseman's films are screened on PBS television and to specia1ised 

non-theatrica1 audiences. Direct'cinema, and particularly Wiseman's 

work, thus cornes to be ofte,p po~ed in rel~~n to, for instance. televislon 

news and documentary.19 This imbrication~modes suggests a comPlex/ 

seri es of i ntertex tua l i ty: • 

Q' 

la révolution du directe est] opération diffuse, 
renversement subtil, changement insidieux ••• 
ses prêmières manifestations ne font pas caduques 
les modalités antérieures du cinéma - et m~me elles 
passent tout a fait 1naperçues, sinon de quelques 
spécialistes: cinéastes, critiques, utilisateurs 
privilegiés {têlév1sion, sociologues. pol1ce).20 

. 
Indeed, it is in relation to dominant cinemat~~ and televisual 

fonns that direct c1nema constructs itself. ' It is a refusal of certain 
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t,ypes of fill1111aldng (reconstruct,ions, controlled pro-fjlmic events,' 
, , '/ ,.- 21 
direct address). a rejection ~f stereotypical structu~es and modes. 

~n affirmation of certain "poten~ialsl1 of cinema in the face of the 

diminution of such potentia'l. This complex placing generates 

heterogeneity within direct cinema,22 ispersing any unilinear accounting 

of its tradition, and aligns it in s ting patter.ns of address and aff1nity 

with "ne ighboring ll discourses of pho television news and 

documentary, ethnomethodology, ethno raphic film, avant-garde film. 23 
, " 

B 

In his criti~l observations on formulations of genre, Alf Louvre 

argues that these usually are either technical and forma 1 or extr~ , 

technical and extra-formal. Common to both, he says, i's IIthe fixed 

nature of the relations posited betwee~,imaginative form and social 

determination". 24 These remarks suggest something of the prob 1ematic 

of the use of genre as a theoretical and methodological category -­

that there are competing and contradictory accounts of genre but tha,t 

these generally cohere in a more generalfsed project to-tix the genre 

as abject or phenomenon. Thus, with regard to direct ctnema. ther~ 
, -

may be emphasis on the,metaphysical cla1ms of vérité, of parole vécu, 
. 

of a neo-Bazinian respect for the complexity and ambiguity of the 

world-to-be-filmedi the "extra~technical, extra~formal". Or there may 

be emphasis on the technfcal. an emphasis carr1ed in the preference for 

1 
1 
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the appellation "direct" over "vêritê", in accounts of the technological 

developments in camera app.aratus, sound rec~rding and the synchronisation 

of the two, œonceived in terms of making the whole enterprise possible. 

These two types of accounts usually complement each other in virtua11y 
( 

a11 histories and discussions of direct cinema as a genre. 

Genre tan still be useful as a category' to advance discussion of 

direct cfn~ver. This is not by displaeing aReCdota1 or 

teleo1ogica1 historica1 accounts -- the diachronie -- with ex~plary 

forma1 genre descriptions -- the-synchronie, but by interrogating • 
further the founding notions of the historical and the generic as they 

both elucidate and mask determinat10ns of direct cinema, advanc1ng the 

account through deconstruction of criteria used to establish and demarcate 

the genre. 

Thus Comolli. after attempting to account for the comp1ex dualities 

operating 1n the relation of the real and the fictional in direct cinema. 

gives a working d~ffnftion of the "genre": 

On arrive par la a cette dêfinition du cinéma direct, 
qu'il y a un rapport de proport1on entre la manipulation 
du document (de l'êvênement filmê) et sa signification 
(sa lecture): celle-ci gagnant en richesse, cohêrence 
et force de conviction a mêsure que l~tmpression de 
réalftê produite par le document est contrar1êe, faussêe, 
par celle-l~: tir~e vers l'exemplaritê de la f1ction ou 
la gênêralitê de la fable. Ce sont la êvidences, sans 
doute, ma i s oub 11 êes m~me et prêcf sêment des« thêori ci ens~ 
actuels du cinéma direct, dans la mêsure 00 l~ggtemps 
enfouies au fin fond de l'histoire du cinéma. 

This is a definitfon of process, in process, plac1ng stress 
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on a ,certain dynamic traversing the field of direct cinema and 

disputing static notions of norms, ideals, boundaries. I~ tr~cing 

influences of direct on other forms of cinema, Comolli argues that 

ft is not a question of debating the faithfulness or distortion of ~ 
\ 

replication of reality (the repetitive circularity of which is a 

dominating preoccupation of much of the literature on direct cinema) 

as the fundamental work of the direct cinema text, but examining the 

effects.produced, effects which are produced qut of the relationships 

of discourses which traverse the text. 26 The type of specificity whfch 

traditional genre accounts would confer on direct cinema would then 
• 

be displaced. 

This work of process 1s supported by investigations of convention 
1 

,and expectation which introduce into genre the question of audience 

a~d the text's inscription of audience or presentation of itself. 

Jonathan Culler's "structuralist poetics ll gives the category of 

expectation and convention a theor~tical and methodological centralfty 

-- ln a critical allusion to the classical account of genre, Frye's 

Anatomy of Cr1ticism, Culler argues: 

if a theory of genre is to be more th an a taxonomy 
1t must attempt to explain what features ~e 
constitutive of functional categories whieh _have 
governed the read1ng and writing of literature. 27 

However, again something of the 'difficulty of a purely applicatory, 
o " 
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"literary critical/l, thrust is seen in Culler's simple utilJsat10n 

of the ensemble recuperation/naturalisation/motivation/vraisemblablisation 

wi~hout critical assessment of !the way these processes of "making sense" 

are also processes of fixing the text through the sliding of expectat10n 

into cri tical norme "Recupera~ion" carries this connotation most 

" strongly,. 'C'Expectaticn 1s net ta be reduced to a universalist maye 

towa'rd naturalisation. but may be posed as a shifting, uneven, historical 

construction and process of construction. As an example of this, 

narr~t1visation (a notion taken up in Chapter 2) can be pgsed as a 

category of expectation, but this is simultaneously to pose it as a 

category of suture, of binding, of closure. Heath interposes a 

necessary critical note: 
" 

The realisation of cinema as discourse is the 
production at every moment through the film of a 
subject-address, the specific~tion of the play of 
incompleteness-completion •••• meaning is not 
Just constructed '1n' the ,particular film.. . 
meanings c1rculate between social formation, 
spectator and film; a film is a series of acts of 
meaning, ~he'spectator i5 there in a multiplicity 
of times. " 

The address of spectator/audience in film can be sean as an 

operation of preconstruction, construction. and eassage. 

Preconstruction, wh1ch involves "the ready-made positions of meaning 

that a film may adopt", 29 has as 1ts major articulation genre expect-
, , 

ations. For Wiseman and direct cinema. th1s involves the self-imposed 

ascet1sms of no narrator, no exposition, minimal crew, the overriding 
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artisanal ethos; also the trading on II subject matter already 'in the 

p,ublic consciousness,,30 and, further, the films of Wiseman seen as 

projection devices, "Rorschach tests".3l Construction, th~ )m~lications 
of which for Wi seman are taken up in Chapters 2 and 4. is the movemenl 

... ' ..... ' 

towards tota li s i ng or co'heri ng of the variety of subject-addresses 
\ 

throughout the film into a unity. Passage marks the nperformance'~ of 

the film, its diachronie articulations, which i5 discussed in Chapters 

2 and 4 al sa", 

Further stress on the dynamic and interactive 1n accounts whic~ 

d1splace traditional genre readings is provided by arguments concerning 

modes of a~dress and spectator positions in direct cinema. On the one 

hand, there must be greater specification of direct cinema insofar as 

theoretical models and critique of mainstream narrative cinema~do not 

necessarily provide immediately appro'priate methods of apprehending 

this specif1c film practice. For instance, the problematic of realism 
~ 

must be ,approached afresh, despite the thoroughgoing attention it has 

received in its inscriptions in nàrrat1ve cinema (Chapter 3). Equally, 

however, there mu~t be a questioning of such specfficfty, especial1y as 

1t 15 man1fested 1'n ,lia movement away from texts and spectator7-text 

relat10nships back towards the conditions of film production, a con cern 
/< 

wh1ch' 15 voiced in a degree"of technological determinism. 50 that the 
1> 

techn1cal features of documentary filmmaking are ••• elevated to the 
. 32 

status of def1ning features". ' 

"~-----
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The question of mode of, address and spectator position1ng 

can eluc;date these various, and, within the terms of journalistic 

reviews and atheoretical accounts of direct cinema, end1essly replayed 

dual isms of subjectivity/objectivity, auteurist "vision"/technological 

determinism and so on. Bill Nichols raised the se questions with regard 

to "the expository genre" 33 -- dire,ct address documentary (which is not 

to be confused with indirect address documentary, or direct cinema). \ 

Annette Kuhn, noting the limitations of applicability of this generic 

specification for cinema verite, suggests that the latter can be gener­

ically marked'as observat10na1. 34 Kuhn distingu1shes three lIeyes" or 

looks at work in the observational genre and examines the dfacrftics 

of their relationship. Observationism;s definitionally ~ased on the 

hegemony of the visible: the II non-f1ctional ll
, "reaP world as mediated 

through the observationa1 gaze of the individual direct cinema 

"practit1oner .. This 15 the f1rst position of the look. The "camera eye", 

within the terms of a minimalist, effaced, technology, cames ta be sftuated 

as nothing more than an extension of the first look. The"third place of 

looking 1s that of the vfewer: 

These are observational films: certainly in the 
sense that the observation process is inscribed 
in their shooting. but more importantly - especfally 
w;th regard to differentiat1ng them from other fonms 
of documentary - 1n terms of th\ particular way in 
which they place the ,spectator or observer. It 1s 
this which constitutes the definftfon of observatfonal 
film as a type of documentary: the space of such a 
film pract1ce 15 marked out by a particular form of 
spectator-text relationship wh1ch holds the spectator 

1 
1 

l 

1 
1 , 
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-, 
in the same position of observer as the~amera 
operator and the camera. 35 

17 r 
1 

(Further consideration ~f address and positipn is found in Chapter 4). 

One can a1so start f~om within the self-understanding of direct. 

oinema and work towards a deconstruction of the tenms it sets itself. 

The predominant terms of direct cinema's self-understanding are 

variously its status as independent cinema, its non-narrative, non­

fictional structures, the determinant centrality afforded the technical 

means of achieving "direct" footage. its status as renewed rea1 ism. 

Ta these can be added the fonma1 or structura1ist categ9ry of semant1c 
~ 1 

constraint or binarism, which, in the case of Wiseman, could be posed 

as production of meaning acrossythe binary poles individual-institution. 36 
..... , 1 

Such deconstruction is a major project of this .thesis -- chapters which 

follow take up each of these marks of genre critically. At th1s / .. ---" , ~/ 

point, the instance of "independence" is examined. 
" 

'"", . C ----- ----

The notion of an independent film practice 1s a 11y meant ta 

imply nothing more than a certain distance from high1y indus lised, 

monopolised. sources of film funding and production. It seldom carr1es 

with it an interrogation of meaning production and of any presumed 
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Cj----VlPrl-Vocess of jndeQ_en~= from domina t semioses" Wiseman has 

demonstrated a con cern for both, an , insofar as he has proceeded 

in both directions, his "independen ell can be seen .as one of the most 
j 

strategically formative in recent f"lmmaking. (Further aspects .of 

"independence" from dominant forms 1of meaning production are taken up 

in Chapter 2.) . 
--

. . • 1 
Wiseman, practically fram the beg1nning of his filmmaking, has ~ 

been able.ta produce and promote his work with a hfgh degree of 

independence. His company, ZipparahFilms, is the~sole owner of the 

. films and,handles most distribution and promotion.l~ The contracts 
"'-.- . 

(since 1969} with the New York PBS St~tion WNET (which afsOTiièïtrèJl!~~~~----~---"-"----~-~-~rlf_--, 

screenings on most PBS stations in the United States), to produce 
. , 

films a~toughlYQ;l"e-year interval s, are' e~treme ly flexible. 38 Hé ' 

~1 _____ --.::.=::::-:;h,:a:.:.s,--:sole editing authority, controT .over choice of topic, and 

locatio~; h;;~~~ ontrol over distribution, promotion and 

( 

1 

1 
] 

copyright of films (no sales of film p are permitted,·onlY,l~ng-

term leases) and the contract with WNET affords maximum freedom. s------------;----

situatii can ~e profitably compared to t~e "independent" status of 

several other docllllentarists -- Vertov, Grierson and assoc1ates, leacoGk.-·--~-
. . . l '" 

'-. (;' :... 

Pennebaker and Hays 1 es----1 n. Time-l i fe and Drew_ Ass~c1 lites 1 or .ci ne-ver1 te 

oing· under the auspicès of the Canadfan NFB1 39 Iti~-=-:..c 
-'" 

_ major documentary, and. as ~ sub-category, di rect 
... . 

cinema production has been performed under much·greater degrees of 
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col1ectivity, sponsorship, coercion, explicit propagandising, or 
\ 
\ 

accountability than 1s the case with Wisentan. 

He has explicitly distanced himself fram both dominant' fiction 
, " 

film production Cil was fed up with Hollywood fantasie~,,)40 and fram 

other varieties of direct cinema ("I wan~t4t/away fram what 1 
'~/~ 
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considered to be the typical documentary where you {ollow one charming 

person around or one Hollywood star around" )41 and dec1ares his fi lms 

to be "totally subjective" and to be made with only himself as an 

imagined audience. 42 _~r:ucially, these several factors in combination 

afford Wiseman, at one level, a'nearly unparal1eled 4egree of 

II ndependence. 

However, this assumed independence must ~e viewed critlcally fram 

a number of positions. T~ere 15, despite a sort of gestural roman,ticism 

of the "artist""a clearly marked potential and realised audience: 
--7-"--------------__ 

Wiseman: Somebody has to think through what the market 
1s • • :";.' It' s a question of the strategy and tactics of 
reaching the people who might be interested' in the films. 

, Halberstadt: What kind of market are you renting t01 

Wiseman: High schools, colleges, and librar1es • 
The films are used 1n film societies, in classes 
interested in -the subject matter, in courses on 

_ American i'nstitltt1ons, and by 'people who have a 
special interest in' the SiJbject matter, lUe professional 
schools that are concerned w1th the variou$ subjects 
of the films. They're al$o used by people ~ho are . 
just interested in the issues dealt w1th in\ the films 
and by some film schoolS teaching dQcumentary techniqUe.~3 : 
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The predominantly-ed6cational and sociological concerns covered 

'" 
above w~uld be complemented by the context wi1thin which the films 

are,screen~on television: The Public Broadcastin9 Service. • 

There' ;~rgUabl1 a h;gh d~ree of c~cordance between the 

films' structures and import and their mode of reception. This can 
1 -

beo assessed with regard to cômmitment~ to openness~ ambiguity ~ " 

multi-perspectivism in the films' production and reception. The films· 
• 

modes of address (increasingly so as Wiseman's oeuvre has developed) 

"and the institutional locales in which the films are received have a 

certain congruence at at least the;r formal ideological position, that 

of lioeralism. information process, educating. There 1s a discernable 
, 

gapJbetween highly charged sequences of oppression; ~espa;r, authorit~ 
1 

arianism in the films (largely, significantly, in th~se films which deall 

with lower class, marginal, or destitute groups - - Titicut Follies. 

Hospital, Law and Order, Juvenile Court, Welfare -- rather than those 

dealing with middle class an~ special service areas -- Primate, Canal 

Zone, Sinaï Field Mission, Meat, ~ssene) and the assumed subtlety, 

ambiguity. sophistication, even-handedness, "advanced sensfbilïty .. 44 

of the overall analysis of the instituti~nal locales in which such 

states are prec1pitated. There is thus a libetalist evaluation'of 
. 

class positioning of ~hich ,Bill Nichols speaks: 

Placement of the encounters between i~stitutions 
and clients in these terms [those of class differ~nc~, 
however. is not attempted by Wiseman even tho~gh . 

o 
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the encounters themselves cannot be fully 
understood wi thout reference' ta cl ass and 
class struggle. 

Politically, Wiseman's choice of an lIensemble 
of'social relations" is extremely narrow and 
fails ta examine the larger 'e~emble circum­
scribing the boundary between institutions "and 
the pUblic or the characteristics of class 
struggle found at that boundary itself. 45 

An important contradiction arises here in that Wiseman's 

21 

~ .,.' 
"jndependence", demonstrated in the films' strategies which challenge 

assumed readings of documentary and television programming (for 

instance, the length of the films, their refusal to use" direct narration, 
• 0 

c 

their lack of colour, etc.) can be neutralised through the films' 
, . 

invocation of notions of observation and "information-gathering" rather 

than ~'Poirit-pr~vingll.46 This-would suggest why Nichols can place 

Wiseman "in asso,~iat~on with the experimental' film-m~king tradition,,47' 

and yet for the films ta ,be received on television (albeit pUblic service 

televisiorrLand within highly formaI ised educational locales withoùt 

crises of understanding~ 
'" 

On ,the one hand, the audience is addressed as voye'ur or witness 
1 

~ 1 

to "behind the scenes" in situ~tions which middle class-audiences would 

not normally witnèss, and this address potentially generates' positions 

of knowledge, although"held within the problematic of the IIvoyage of 
, f . , 

discovery" or the journalistic exposé wit,h a certain shock value: 

5'~ 
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~~In each of Wisemân's dozen films tha viewer 
-. went through muC'tt-1rJ se al ong the way, each tirne 

by expasure ta sorne institution, important, but
48 yet not immediately experienced by many of us. 

,", 

But the audience is also addressed 'a's equal, where Wiseman 
, .. --

refuses to pander ta the audience, making ft work at generation of 
o 
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rneaning 50 that the audience can perhaps go out and use this information 

indir~ctly, circuitou51y, for social change. But what is the structure 
" 

of address and articulation of such "information"?:. that instittttions 

are very.complex, ambiguous and r,esist any attempt ta'directly change 
~ ~ 

their impetus! 

This contradiction is an instance of a dominant problematic 
.' l " 

wi thin miiss media _./ the interweave of entertainment and educatios • 

. The "entertainrnent" 'of esposê, "expeditionl/49 into ,unknown or 

suppressed conditions int~rsects with a proferring of information for 

educative purposes, confirming class and social position by contracting 

with liberal awareness and conscience. This is rnedi~ted strongly 

through Wiseman's films being seen virtually exclusively in middlè 

class locales' where education and infonnation-process are the dominant 

forma 1 values. Colin MacCabe speaks of a similar operation when he 

argues the continual reconfirmation of already-assumed class and social 

positions in a film like Altman's Nashville. (Altman's work, 

1t has been sugge~t~d, 50 has many striki.ng a,ffi~~~ w1th Wiseman) •. , 

:, Insofar as, there 15 ""~c basic informational lIinte~~9(in Habermas 1 
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r. 
l " 

i 
1 
1 

ç , 



.' 

• 

terms) in Wiseman (and not, for instance, a political "interest"), 

this is to return the "expeditionll of the films to the appeal of 

and to liberal conscience or knowledge: 

Insofar as this address necessarily presupposes 
knowledge. it 1s unable to offer any perspective 
for change. Insofar as we already know, if is 
evident that there is nothing we can do. 5,l 

1 

o 

A sign,ificant articulation of these contradictions- is ~. 

On the one hand. there is the "insider'sll close-up shock value of 

23 

long sequences,-cut for strict spatial and temporal continuity (the 

most exhaustive use of such continuity in any of the films) accompanied 

by (virtually) no dialogue, of cattle and then, the process almost 

identical,ly repeated, of sheep butchering. Wiseman's mise-en-scêne 

(it is almost appropriate to use this term here in the context of the 

film's move towards purely visual plasticity) lingers over and 

arrestingly frames the visual detail. 

On the" other hand, there is a consistent refusal to place this 

"shock value" in any context but the one 1t sets for itselfj such 
-

refusal thus becomes a very explicit example of the posing of the 

institution as a fait accompli. Wiseman 1 s self-deprecating irony 

15 symptomatic. ~hen questioned on the posing of any possi~ilities of 

critique in the film: "rate steak every night 1 was up there, usually . 
something 1 met earlier in the' day.,,52 ~{ 
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As a way of focussing these discussions of!history and genre 
1 

~gain onto ~liseman, his symptomatic use of the ~otion of "natural 
, 1 

history" will now be considered. Wiseman's dec1ared intention to be 
1 

carrying 'out a type of "natural history"53 in hls successive "studies" 

24 

of American institutions 'gives'~pigrammatically (it 1s never explicated 
1 " , 

in detail in any of the'numerous interviews tha~ Wiseman has given) a 

sense of the films' problematic. 

The notion has a long and complex ge~ealogy. One main strand 

of this genealogywas its use as a term for 'th~t type, of investigation 

of social and natural phenomena in terms of a fascination with hitherto 

unknown speci es, practi ces, places -- a report' of "voyages of di scovery" 

in uncharted lands and peoples. 54 It also carries a sense of the archival 

spirit,55 a concern to tabulate and preserve, to chronicle events in the 

natural and social worlds. This spirit of "infonnation gathering" of the y 
exotic, unknown, or' strange implies a commitment to observationism. 

description, reporting; as Robert Brown puts Oit: 

The border zone between the history;of natural 
events and the sciences of natural events 15 

. occupied by the study known as 'natural hfstory'. 
There 1s a s1milar zone between the studies 
concerned with human history and the studies we 
cal1 the 'social sciences' ••• we shall refer 
to the soci al border-l and by an awkward phrase: 
,'the natural history of society' • 

In general, the natural historian 15 concerned with 
reporting and describing rather than with theoretical 
explanatfon. He identifies, classifies, and describes 

1 

i ' 

. , , 



- '1 

1 
1 

! le) 

j 1 

; 
î 

1 

1 

.. 
--- ---- .. ...,..--

. what he observes: His chief inter,~st is in 
finding out what has occurred, not'inprovidirig 
a scientific. explanation'of why it has·occurred • 
. • . the generalisations which he contri5at~s 
are records of observation. ''''" . 
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. . • we have indicated that the ph~ase (social ~ 
description] is also used to refer to the sQ[t '\ 
of investigation which is neither fu~ly fle~ped 
hfstory nor theol"etical science. 56 'l, 

Natural, history is, in Brown's estimation, coinci.<fent witf:l 

historical study insofar as it f5 concerned with events "in themselves" 

and not primarily with placing or expHcating these events in the 

context of general laws or hypotheses, not concerned necessarily 
1 

even with explanation ,as such. On the other hand, natural history 

resembles social science in that it 1s, not concerned with past' events 

as such, and makes no categorical distinction between past and present. 

Nor is it concerned with charting change and postulating elaborate 

causal connections between events in sequentia. 

Brown, finally, establishe5 an interesting connection between 
, 

natural history and ethnographie studies: ethnography, he suggests, is 

a "pure" form of natural history.57 

Wiseman has symptomatically chosin a rather antiqûarian notion 

-- "natural history" 1s very much a superceded form of 1nqu1ry, an 

(ancient) predecessor of biology, zoology, social studies, history, an 

fdealfst cOQflation of the natural and cult~ral (histori~a,l). Its 

primitivism, however, is carefully mapped onto the deelared prirnitÏV'ism 

1 



-_.~. IJ ~- ---~ -~~~--, '. 
, . 

of the films' "language" (in a semfotfc and rhetorical sense), 

preparation, physical construction. Wiseman's polemical populism 

and primitivism bear this out: 

Therels a lot ,of mystification about movies, a 
special ~pcabulary that takes about 25 minutes 
to learn which people use, just like any other 
special vocabulary, to exclude other people ... ~ 
1 don't believe in doinglmuch res'earch beyond 
that spending a day or two trying to get a sense 
of the place because, in a sense, the'shooting of 
the film is the research. There are usualJy no 
books'that have been wrltten about the part1cular 
place where l'm making the film, and in ~ny event, 
1 was a very bad studerit in foreign languages in 
college and,so 1 have a great deal of difficulty 
in reading 1n the social sciences. 5,a -

Wiseman further alludes to c'onnections between h1s formulation 
-

26 

of natural history and the' direct cinema doctrine of non-~reconceptio'n59 , 
and to its relation to operation~ of typicalisation in the films. 60 

There 1s also reinforcement, in the use of the category of "natural 
, 0 

history", of the argument that Wiseman is pursuing an "indjgenous 

ethnography" -- emp 1 oyi n9 the methods of a detached, a li en observer 

of what 1s, quite atypically for ethnography, ln fact the observer's 

own society (lia k1nd of- hometown anthropology, a study of "this 

strange trfbe living 1n Paris"", )61 This observationi'sm has à~ archfva-l t 

recording, tendance (the so-called "object1vity" of 6 W1seman ' s films) • 

. but also an enthusiast's fascination for the exot1c. u~nown, or 

bizarre (the "subjective"). The films are "voyages of discovery", 

"expeditions"62 into the unknown .(1n this 'case, the "unknown" 15 

---"'---' 
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cons tructed out of a certa in rhetor1ca 11 y sel f- imposed i nnocencel 

'" ignorance, as Wiseman's statement, above, bears out). Thus. investigation 

of the use of "natural history" suggests one way in which Wiseman mediates 

, the subjective/objective dualism, the dominant terms which direct 

cinema self-imposes. {Another way 1s the use of the phrase "reality 

fictions": tinte fonn of the film is total1y fictional but it's based 

on a reallty situation. II )63 
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Chapter Two 

'" 
Narrative and the Poetic 

/ 

'A 

An array of thoroughgoing critiques and deconstrUttions of 

narrative has b:en established in mo~ern narratology and related areas 'i 

such as film studies. 1 Certain emphases of this .project need ta be 

recalled for our purposes. 

The articulation of narrative in films has' received close 

attehtion, as it has been given a privileged place. both historically 

and ontologically, in the cinema. 2 It has been argued that an int'imate 

relationship existed between narrative structure and entertainment or , , 
~ ", . 

intelligibi11ty, as narrative. provid3d perhaps the most p~erful 

he,nneneutic by which ttte welter of ~W1ifying processes at work in film 
-~ 

could be organised into "levels" or codes, hierarchtsed, and thus 
,t. ". "', 

selectively and uncritically read through the main code., ,narrative. 

Narrative worked effectively to "close ll the text~ to provide it with a 

way of constructing an imaginary symmetry. whiçh thus ha~ the effect of 
, ~. " 

maskfng the way narra~.ive-reso~ved non-narrative contradiction wi,thin 

th; s imagi nary sYlll11etry. ' 

In these and other related ways, narrative readings of texts 

prod,uced denotative, teleological, synmetrical resultswhich were 

1 .. 

.1 
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shown ta have extremë ideolagical camp1 icity wi th the texts 'lhemsel ves 

and the easily consumable "lüiiverse of imaginary lentÙude they 

offered. Such ré'adings rem~;ned within the self- nderstanding of the 

narrative and thus al1o~ed the narrative to stryct e the response. 

The operations of narrative, in this fOnD, transform d po,ssible, 

though contingent, ways of manipulating or acting in t e world into 

imaginarys though seemingl;-'inm~table» ways of bei~g in ~w~rld, 
through identification-projection, catharsis and entertainment. 

IGillen this deconstruction of the epistemological, psychological, 

semiotic and ideological ba~es of narrative, it is necessary that any 

self-critical or thear;~ed practiee in film would perforee need to 

include sorne moment or ~trategy of critique of. narrative. Bill Nichols~ 

remarks on documentary' 5 relation to narrative fiction (p.l abave) 
J 

taire -thei r place in thf's context. Moreover, Nichols gives extensive . , 

attentio.!'n ta the ways "Wi seman 1 s own style departs fram classieal 

narrative. Il Wiseman's style is statistically divergent -- shot articulation 

is general1y differen't fram mainstream Holl~oad narrative. Rather than 

being narratively ordered, the "whole" tends toward poetry rather than 

narrative. On1y the parts have diegeti c uni ty, and the se pat:~'i fonn the 
<- , 

whole, not by di achronic projection and dispJ acement, but as the tesserae 

(o\-- facets) of a mosaic form a whole~ by ~upplementation-and synchronie 

interrelation. oFor Nichols, the mosaic structure of W1seman's films 

comm; ts them to (~.t.if rather than asserti ~e or narrative» a di al ecti ca 1 
l, " 

rathe~ th an mecha~icâ1» an associational rather than expository, mode 

... ; , 
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of organis~tion. 3 (This is very much in accord with reviewers 

who have conmented on this as~eceof his work. 4) How~ver. Nfchols 

fails to pro'Jid'e any extensive exemplification ot such c1aims. His 

most extensive piece of analysis 1s of a IIrepresentativ~ segment Il 

of Hospital, where ~e concentrates almost exclusively on editing and 

shot articulation. Notwithstanding their suggestiveness, notions 

l ike "mosaic structure", Ifsupplementation". "poètical ity;" receive 

< no an~ti~,~l subs~antiation. Th.h is the m?re significant, giy,en 

that the.}! play a centra'l role in Nichols' text descriptions and 

eva 1 uati ons. 

Nichols advanGes his noti~n of narrative as a derivative of 

. ~roJ,>p's functionalist-organicitst model, together with Will Wri?ht's 

model of narrative as essentially imposing a linear-causaJ. relationship 
, ' 0 

on narrative events as they are temporally arranged. This much 15 , 

explicitly prof~rred in Nichols' theorisation, and it leads him ta 

advance narrative as lia langue-like" éode which is extra-cinematic 

and l1ke an "abstract substr8:tum" (he uses Propp "s uA 1 iving 1 anguage 
1 ~ / 

15 a concrete fact - granmar/1s its abstract substratum. These 

sU,bstrata lie at the base of a g'reat many phenomena of life •• 

as. an ep1 graph to a sect(1on of the essay). Na rrat ive i s fundamenta 11 y 

characterological (or Uactantial" in that Propp sees essential 
-" ,1 • 

'. " 

narrative funetions be~ng carr1ed out by dramatis personae or actants) ~ 

and l1near-causal in W111Wr1ght ' s sense. that narrative accounts . 

1 
-1 
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for a change between initial and final states by means of an 

intervening description of actions or occurrenc~s that account 

for that change. 

This account of narrative is exemplary in its remaining 

within ,the self-understanding of traditional narratology. One 

cannot remain within this self .... understanding, however, and still 

announce as one 1 s proj ect~ 

( 

) 
/ 

Traditional film th~ory has assumed a certain 
transparency between sign (language) and referent 
(reality) .•.• What happens, however, if we refuse 
to trust the image's transparency. if we refuse 
ta take on faith this apparent re-presentation 
of reality itself? What happens if we hypothesize 
that th; s transparency i s an effect produced by work 
in and upon a system of signs and codes, that it is 
the site of formal and ideological strategies of 
considerable significance in their own rig~t?~ 

36 

Traditional film theory' has been definitively deconstructed 

according to ~ thoroughgoing skepticism~toward, among other things, 
" 

the réification of the object of study -- reality as unstructured 

"being", discoverable or ~ncoverable but always therei the film 

image às ico"nic; the mechanical reproduction of reality. No 

transparency, unilinearity, between sign and referent 1s allowable. 

However, this imperative works equal1y powerfully on the work of 

theory itself; it 15 not exempt from perturbation by "ideological 

strategies of considerable significance in their own right. Il 
" 
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Thus. traditional 'film ~ry (like other realist theory) has 
, 

assumed a certain transparency between sign (narrative structure 

as causal, gra/l1l1atical, abstract, langue-like) and r_eferent (reality). 

What happens, however, if we refuse to trust the theorist's or the ., 

theory's transparen.cy, if we refuse to take on faith this apparent 

representation of theoretical reality itself? 

o 

B 

Such .critica1 refusal to all0W"'1lVratology to remain within \ 1 

. 1ts own self-understanding (the scientific project ta ~efine an{--J 

describe the structural operations of narrative functions, actants, 

semantic transference, that is. ta establish a semfotic metalanguage) 

has issued in two. complementary, responses. On the one hand, there 
< 

is the theoretical critique of narratology, a concern ta recall 

systems, formulations, methodologies of narrative theory to their 

contradictory bases. ihus, for instance, such critique of Metz, 

Propp and Wright (fhe narratologists who N1chols uses) would rende~ 
t 

their uncritical application (even if on1y for heuristic purposes) 

questionab 1 e. 

To be sure, this 15 a direction for'which N1chols' article 

provides on1y one among fnnumerable instances, and is not centrally 

at issue 1n this work, although several moments of dialectical critique 

of th!!ory must be posed ta enab 1 e t~e work on Wi seman. on documentary; 

' ... 
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1 

and on film theo~ applicability to these fields to surmount 

recurring obstacles, con' ually reproduced dualisms, impasses, 

deferments. 
'~~ 

On the other hand, the question of n ative is seen to be 1 
, 

no longer necessarily posed in terms of analogie 0 the organismfc 

(Propp)', as a self-c'6ritained system of seman-Uc transfe ce or 
"-

tran~codin~ (Levi-Strauss, Greimas), etc. Rather than narrat6-l~ ~ 

continually' reproducing impasses between form and content, between ""-, 

~"'--autho ;al intention and control and the formal "play" of signifiers, 
,~ 

between desc . tivist metalanguages and normative cr;tical judgement, 

an account of "nar ivization", to use Heath's term,6 would' 
, ~ 

concentrate oh the subjec ositions construéted by narrative trajectories. 1 
~ . . 

These trajectories are to be co ehed, not as a langue-like code to 

, be systematized in a narrative gramma Propp), nor a langage to be 

taxonomized as a concatenated syntagmatique etz), nor as only a 

~homogenising impetus ru~tured by privileged mO~f tropic trans-
~, .... ,,~, 

gr,ssion, formal
c 

play.7 Rather, their theorizat1on would attempt to 

specify "narrative economy" which is a continual movement towards 

disruption, disequilibrium, held, however, by similaritj, equilibrium. 

è:ôJ 
Narrativization takes in, comprehends, the comp!~~ series of 

operations occurring simultaneou~ly in ,"the fU!l!::~~r8 -- camera­

work; the imbrication of the different types of "look": of the camera, 

of the audience, of characters intra-diegetfcally, and o~ t~ look 

, " 

1 , . , 
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from the, diegesis to the audi~nce9 and th'e subjéet-posltions 

impl ieated in these "looks"; character, etc. -- and thus contest .,., 
~he 'effective isolation of these oper~tions from each other in 

, 
formalist, structuralist, sociologistic, film analyses: 

These terms, as they have been described here, 
are the terms of a çonstant w~lding together: 
sereen and frame, ground and background, surface 

1 ; and depth 1 the whole settlng of movements and / 
transitions, the implication of space an~ 
spectator in the taking place of film as narrative. 
The classical economy of film is its organisation 
thus as organie unit y and the form of that 
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eeonomy 1s narrative, the narrativization of film' 
• • . The narration is to be ljeld on the narrated, 
the enuneiation on the enounced; filmic procedures 
are tO be held as narrative instances (very 
mueh as 'eues')" exhaustively, without gap or -
contradiction. lu 

1 
( 

To return. however, ~thin the context of these qu~stions of 

narrative and narrativization, to N;CholS',posing of the relations 

between narrative and non-narrative. Nichols employs narratologies . , 
\ 

which remain within the self-understanding of narrative, re~J;n 

merely exp11catory and descriptive of narrative, remain wedded to 

~ an uncr·ftical acceptance of structural1st assurnpt1ons. The resu1t1ng 

! ~'-~ reification or ontolog1sat1on of narrative allows a sort of 
1 ~', 

lIoppos1tionism" ~o se\ in, wh1ch 1$ mechanfcal rather than dialect1éal 

. : 

1 

1 
1 

~ 

r 
l 
! 
: 
1 

f',. 
1 > 



1 
~ 

1 -

I() 
1 . 

\ 

40 

(and thus 1s in tension with Nichols' argued "dialectical rather 

than mechanical t111 nature of Wiseman's theory of institutions). The , 

fixing of narrative (the postulating, definition and accounting for 

it as an object of study) in the use of such narratologies tmpels 

the fixing of its "opposite tl
: non-narrative. Thus~in a non-dialecticaJ 

mechani,cal fashion, Ni~hols divides Wiseman's films into narrative 

"part" and non-narrative "whole": 

Eschewing narrative on the oné hand and the 
documentary mode of direct address on the 

) 

other •.. , Wiseman adopts an alternative 
principle of organisation with a ~orresponding 
basic shift in assumptions about the arrangement 
of and relationship between events. This __ 
principle is: mosaic structure of the whole but 
narrative structure of the parts (the sequences). 12 

Second, Nichels sets up the analysis of Wiseman's films 

(as "wholes") through s,tipulation of a series of non-narrative 

categories which operate oppos1tional1y to narrative categories. 

Finally, there 15 a conflation of non-narrative categories. The 
, > 

hYPo5tatisation ,of narrative (dividing "what 1s" from 1ts 

,lIopposite", "what-1s-not") has as ,its. undialectical corol1ary the 

conflat1on of non-narrative elements (collapsing the difference of 

"what-is-not" into an oppositionist "what-is"). 

First: Wiseman's films as mOsa1c in their overall structure 

but narrative at the level of the sequence.- Nichols argues that 

-

, 
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() Wiseman's films fall within the ~~per;mental 
film-making tradition in terms of their overall 
formal organisation and within the narrative 
tradition in the13 local organisation (the level 
of !he sequence). 
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However, both the nature of "whole" and its engagement with 

narrative trajectory, and of the "part", in its difficult and varied, 

partial use, as well as displacement of, realist narrative conventions, 

need to be examined further. The "whole's" engagement with narrative 

trajectory is dealt with further in section 0 of this chapter. Nichols .. 
himself provides a substantial questioning of any facile recuperation of 

Wiseman's use of editing, continuity, word and image relationships, 
, 

point-of-view and other camera articulations under realist narrative 

conventions at the level of the sequence. 14 (This aspect is also taken 

up i;n Chapter 4." One question can be posed now, however. within the 

terms of Nichols' treatment: in what sense can it be the case that 

"only the parts have a diegetic unityll?15 Nichols' reliance. in his 

analysis of editing and shot articulation, on Noêl Burch's and Edward 

Branigan's taxonomies,16 leads into a twofold problem: on the one hand, 
j 

these studies (and others like them), in terms bath of their aesthetic 

(cinema as lIart", as deployment of formal patternings) an~ the ri gour 

with which that aesthetic is mapped over the film text, displace the 
, " 

realism or effacement of convention characteristical1y at work in the 

texts ta which such studies have been, and could be. applied, through 

a stressing of the constructi'on of film space and time. Thus~ Nichols' 

analysis emphasises the constructedness of diegetic unit y and conti nuit y 

1 
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in the Hospital sequences: 

Wiseman's formal organisation relies heavily 
upon the ability to mask potentially high gaps 
in the real time of the pro-filmic event within 
sequences. 7 
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Further, he speaks of the "ultimate ambi guity" of one of the 

articulations of images being "characteristic of Wiseman's films 

and of the imaginary conti nuit y of diegesis generally", and of another 

a~ti culation lacking "the guarantees found in narrative film". 18 

- / 

On the other hand, such use of these formal taxonomies leads to 

a conta1nment of the analysis of constructedness as tropic, as localised 

devices, because these taxo~omies (as the appellation implies) are 

essentially descriptive tools which give no account of the "whole" text 
,/ ,/" 

as a construction, a series of imbricated and conflicting discourses, 

and thus bind the application of themselves into analysis at the localfsed 

1 eve 1 of the sequence, not the "who 1 e": 

That reality, the match of film and world, is a 
matter of representation, and representation is in 
turn a matter of discourse, of the construction of 
images, the definition of the viewS-, their construct­
ion. It is the discursive operations that decidê'the 
work of a film and ultimately determine the scope 
of the analogical incidence of the images; rri this 
sense at least. film is a series of languages, a 
history of codes. 19 ... 

, These remarks suggest a necess1ty for a better fonnulation of 

of the relation of IIwhole" to "partI! in Wiseman's films. As has been 

1 
1 
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said, Nichols himself provides substantial critique of notions of 

diegetic unit y at the level of the sequence. Such variations and' 

dispersals of classical narrative economy in Wiseman as cutting on 

) word logic, jump cuts, indefinite elisions, few establishing shots, 

etc., are yet èontained in the larger commitment to the macro-space 

of one locale, one institution, filming lion location" at "Fort Knox" 

or "Metropolitan Hospital Il (as the èredits put it), which is proferred/ 

as the "subjective" record of an individualised inquiry. These 
/ 

discourses of containment, the implications of which are argued at 

greater length in Chapters 4 and 5, suggest the far wider scopé of 

the operations of diegetic unit y than merely that of the sequence. 

\~. 
Second: Nicbols ' stipulative use of a series of "non:narrative" 

categories which operate oppositionally to those of narrative. Nichols,.!;): 

employs excerpts from the narratologies of Propp, Wright and Metz 

in an essentially non-critical,'functionalist manner, using them to 

generate certain systematic descrip~ions of aspec~s of Wiseman's work, 

leading to two basic conclusions: that th~ kinds of agents the 

institutional code requires are very l1mited in number (from Propp and 

Wright) and that sequences in Wiseman tend ta he of only two"types: 

"scenes" and "descriptive syntagma" (from Metz).21 This 1s descript­

ivist. Its non-dialectical inverse, evaluative judgement, operates in 
... 

the oppositionist use of "non-narrative" categories which Nichols uses 

to compare Wiseman, favourably, with the "experimental film-making 

tradition ll , with Godard, Snow and Sharits;22 to argue that the poetic, 

--
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metaphor;c effect in Wiseman achieves lia displacement of thè 

comfortabl.e on-looker positioning of the spectator that dominates 

~ classical narrative",23 and that Wiseman's films issue: 

, 

the political challenge to gauge thé significance 
'of his focus upon constraints more th an 1inear 
çausality and tfie relationship of this focus ta 
historica,l materialism •••• His films also issue 
a challenge ta examine sorne of the overly 
generalised and at least potentially elitist 
critiques of narrativity and realism that have 24 
recently emerged, especially in France and Britain. 

These are all positive evaluations of. the "worth" of Wiseman's 
. 

films in Nichols" estimation. However, while narrative categories 

are used in descriptive, and non-narrative categories in prescriptive, 

senses, both are used relatively uncr,itically, oppositionally. 

J 

Thus't~ the fi~ms are said to be "associational rather than 

expository, or poetfc rather than assertive or narrative", and 

'''suggestive",25 the textual system is "metaphoric (poetic) more 

than metonymic (narrative or expository) and supplemental or 

associative rather than strictly additive'~. 26 They are supplemental 

in two senses: the imbrication of facets into an overall mosaic 
• 0 structure is ach1eved w1thout narrative closure -- the fac~ts are 

relatively autonomous, exhibiting themselvès as such and containing 

isomorphi ca~ 1y the "overall design" of the mosaic: 27 The second sense 

1s that of excess, of "surplus of meaning tr ,28 operating in descriptive 

sequences in Wiseman. 

" 
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. The implications of these categories are not pursued critically 
\ 

they merely operate as positive evaluations. 1 have argued 

elsewhere29 the ~problematic" of the poetic: the use of such a 

category as a field of liberation from narrative and semantic , 

.,!=ons tra i nts, of "poeti c excess Il as an operat i on concea 1 i ng another, 
" 

equally powerful and developed, set of constraints. 

This 15 the "probl-ematic" of the poetic posed in general termsi .. ., 
specifically important to Nichols and Wiseman, however, are the 

,ideological work of closure and cohtainment and the manner in which 
" 

noo-narrative categories (in part because théy are theorised 

oppositionally, non-dialectically) are conflated. 

Third: the conflation of non-narrative categories. The most 

significant conflation ls that of "mosaic structure" and "institutional 

caden. Nichols, thus conflates the filmic (mosaic, poetic) and the 
... 

pro-filmic (the institutions filmed) levels in a way that he actual1y 

warns against in another contexte (Oiscussing differences between 
" social actors and the absence of "actors" in Wiseman, Nichols 'argues: 

The process of identification between viewer and 
hero/actor/star that occur in most narrative films 
are side-stepped as well as the ideological 
consequences of fus i ng these three dis ti nct rea lms, 
into one seemingly coherent image •••• This 
reasserts;,a dialectical relationship between c1nernatic 
structure and social reality by refusirig ta subsume 
or conflate the two through imaginary unities like 
star.)30 c 

Contrary to this warning, there is a slid1ng from notions of 
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the filmic whole as non-narrative ta institutional codes as non-
1 

narrative, and, at the level of the seqùence, a mapping of narratological 
• 1 ..., ~ 

models of function, hero and comp4~ment onto institùtionalotransacti6ns 

in an uncritical way. Thus, 

Wiseman's seq~ences are like narrative sequences 
diegetically,'and thus can he roughly catalogued 
in Metz's taxonomy; but they are quite unlike 
narratjv~ sequences in the nature an~ arrangement 
of the functions. ~Since Wiseman's functions are 
in fact governed by social interactions in 
institutions, they differ Wom Propp' s more "myth­
ological" narrativ~ functfons in several ways. 

1 f 'we say that agents carry out functi ons . . . ' 
and are individuated as characters, then these 
principles applY'jto Wiseman's films as well as ta 
narratives. Bu~ in Wiseman's films the agents carry 
out functions d~termined by the institutional 
structure in whjch they are embedded rather than 
by a narrative structure. The institution imposes 
certai n functi q'ns and exc l udes others; i tacts 
llke a code ot:,'langue similar to a narrative code. 
Like a narrative code i t is. extra -cinematic but 
capable of being recruited into a cinematic 

. structure. 31 ; 
~ ,-
'Additionally, : the institutional code governs the 
interaction of numerous heroes and complements 
inasmuch as. i,t governs the relationships betwèen 
existing soci,'al groups or classes. 32 ' 

'Y;;:t"t'~ 1 

A number of consequences fol10w fram this conflation. Nichols 
1 

, , 

accedes to the reality-in-itself of the institutions which Wiseman 
( 

" , fea.tures, a reality anterior to Wiseman's interventions and presentations, 

anteri-or to the "pro-/f,lmic event". (Thus.., he discusses various 
i 
l ' , 

theoristsof institutions and institutional transaction -- Bateson, : . 
Durkheim, Marx, Althusser, Goffmar, Potter, Berger, Brecher and 
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and Costillo). However, the reality-in-themselves of individuals 

is in principle deni~d -- Marx's "the hl/man essènce is no abstraction 

inherent in each single individual. In its reality it is the ensemble 
~ 

of the social relations" is used as an epigram heading a section 

dealing with the "dialectic of"individual and institutionl~.3,3 

Further, characteristics of mosaic structure and institutions, 

are equated. Both are said ta be associative, acting under goal-seeking 

and constraints more than determinism and causality; multi-causal and 

synchronous rather than diachronous, operating on paradigmaticity 

and typical i ty. 

Thus, institutions come to be regarded as II poetic ll structures. 

There ls here a complicity with the self-understanding of institutional 

reality (and that preeminent' mode of giving self-understanding to 

institutions -- systems theory and cybernetics). Marking the structure 

'o~ institutions as synchr~ic commits Nic~~ls to posing the question of 

change and contestation as ':ly;ng outside .;~h an inscri ption s ~4 as-

indeed 1t must. The slice-of-life synchrony of Wisemanls (for 

instance, the pull-back in Hospital, discussed below) and Nichols' 

appraisals suspends institutions out of a temporal or historical modality\ 

the-apprehension of which would disrupt any balanced synchronicity 

or isomorphism -- historicity emphasises _une~~nness, conting~ncy, 
hegemony, contradiction, possibilities for intervention, while the 

\ .. 
structure of the fi lms "suggests themes 

, 

of ti~lessnesst circularity, 
. -

changelessness ... 35 Wiseman ~nd Nichols give il systemic rather than 
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histori'cal account pf institutions .• The notion of paradigmaticity 

or typi ca 1 ity supports thi s, Nichols suggests that Wis'eman's films 
, ' 

as wholes are remarkabl~ simil~r to Metz's definition ~f one type of 

narrative sequence, the bra~ket syntagma: 

A series of very brief scenes representing 
occurrences that the film gives as typical 
sample~ of a same order of reality, without 
in any way chronologically locating them in 
relation to each other., •• None of these 
little-scenes is treated with the full syntagmatic 
breadth it might have commanded, it is taken as 
an element in a system of apusions. 3? 

This is a veritable taxonomY of the terms of the problematic of thb 
J 1 , , 

poetic: non-articulation, allusion, typicality. , 1 

1 , ' , 

For instanc-e, a "typical ll instance of "systematic' inversion'n37 

occurs in the insertion of typicalfty into a film discou~se like 
,) . 

Wisemanls which trades on the contingency of the pro-filmic •. 
~ 1 

Another version of the (masked) relations between generality and 

particularity (which are disc~ssed in Chapter 5) 1S here at work; , 
, 

relations of formal isomorphism which occwlt the articulation of the 

particular and ~he general. Jean-louis Comolli posits that this 
<:) 

problem is at the ~eart of any "definition ll of direct cinema. The 

extremes of conti ngency , 111 1 hyper-objectivité", 
\ -

\ l'exemplaritê des personnages, des langages, des 
comportements rejoint celle des hêros de fables. 
mythes et paraboles. la fiction triomphe du rael, 
ou plutôt elle lui confêre sa veritable dimension 
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qui est de renvoyer aux archêtypes, de c 

5011 ièiter constarrment 1 a' morale des fables: 
'-Ç'est/naturellement que s'opêre le passage du 
p~culier au général. . \ 

.. c~# 

le rôle de la manipulation dan~ le cinêma direct 
est donc de contrôler de tels glissements et 
basculements: c'est-a-dire de les Qrovoquer en 
en mesurant l'ampleur et 1 ~effet.38 .' 

49 

. ~t". h precisely the tenns of "de contrôler" which are at' 

J ssue ~ Typi ca 1 i ty ho 1 ds • and 'control s the work of' and. on 

.filmic discourse to the "nature of things", rendering a11 critîcal 
, , 

interventiop questionable under an ontologised vêcu, réel, -- --
événement ~rut. Î 

1 Another instance within Nicho1s ' account oft institutions and 

within the litqpy of th,e poetic, i·s that of supplementation. The 

IOOsaJc structure (similarly, the institutional code) is not subject 

to completion. "1n any absolute sense" -- "Wiseman's films lack 

narr.aÙve closure itself ll
•
39 There will alw~ys be an excess, a surplus, 

'. 

an a1lusiveness due to non-articulation, typicalisation: 

In Wiseman's films such descriptive sequences 
are not ful1-blown: they are more suggestive 
th an whol:1·y assertive. Through their very brevity 
they acqufre a surplus of meaning that takes off 
from the speciflcity of each shot and evokes the 
general mi lieu (the 1nsti tution) from whlch they 
ace taken. 40 , t, 1 

This is Nichols 1 exploitation of "poetic poten.tial", or Metz'sb 
, --

"system"Of allusions". and it thf!eatens closure at another, no,n~ 
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narrative level: i:hat of the conUnual affirmation of the essential 

ambiguity or complexity of institutions and poetic cinematic structures. 

On the second, po~tic ~inematic structures, David MacDougall writes: 

nIt is possible that the sense of completeness created by a film a150 

lies in the richness of ambiguity of the photo9r~phic images.lI~l 

Regarding institutions,.these formulations threaten a complicity 

with Wiseman's'own disarming liberalism on institutio~s -- that their 

ambiguity, or surplus, defies analysis and intervention. 

ê 1 
·0 

There are powerfur trajectories of-binding, of closure, 

operating across film'discourses in Wiseman which can be seen in 

terms of narrativisatiq.n. (Other aspects of this "binding" are taken 

up in Chapter 4 t) 

Nichols notes that indirect address documentary (of which cinema 

verite is the most rigorous example, and Frederick Wiseman the most 

significant practitioner}42 '''seems to .invite risks of incomprehens b-
• 

ility,,43 due to its refusa1 of the classical marks of coherence 

provided by narrator, exposition, and the hierarchised-levels pf 

dfegesis consequent on narration and exposition~ Displacing the 
<d'· . . 

dispositio (the binding and h~erarchising articul~tions achieved 

through exposition), 1n Wiseman, are the balance and comprehensiveness 

of sequence fnterrelat10nships and temporal and narrative trajectories, 
) 
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which operat~ equally powerfully as binding, cOherfng agents. 

Reviewers can remark that I/'in its way, a Wiseman "film is as stylized 

as a classical ballet",44 th~t they ~an offer "the mathematical 

eieganée of a neatly executed proof",45 or lia remarkable under-stl"ucture, 

which almost coer~es the viewer into understanqing lf
•
46 (~s Wiseman's 

O,euyre grows, there i5 a150 coherence through hypostatisation of 
1 
1 

sel f-reference, an elaborate intertextual ity: 

It's a fil~[canal ,Zone] that recapitulates a11 
the other films I1 ve done because 1 touch on 
every subject matter, and in a sense ii is suggest­
ing that if you want to know more about the pol ice. 
see Law and Order. 1 f you want to know more about 
hospita1s, see Hospital. If you want ta know more 
about the army, see Basic Training41) 

Balance: Wiseman's films have been "praised uniformly for 
.' r 

their balance".48 A "point" established at'ijn~ m~~nt will be qua1-

1f4ed, subverted, questioned, byanother. ,This "painstaldngly bal-. 
anced" 49 portrait of institutions can be seen as a challenge ta 

"any[ ,certainties the vlewer entertains during the course of the 

fHm ll
•

50 'Wiseman~\a1thOU9h agreeing that the 1ater films achieve t.his 

balance more thoroughly than, say, T1ticut Fol1ies or Hlgh School, 

nevertheless maintàins' that even in those films there is good eVJdence 

qualifying uimbalance". 51 A white de1 ivers a long (more th an 15 

minutes ,while the camera 1s motion}ess except' for smal1 pans) vengeful 

tirade to a 1istening black in We1fare, but it is the white, an 

applicant for welfare, who 1s powerless in relation to the blpck, who, 

1s a guard. This guard and fellow black guards throw the white out of 
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the welfare office. Or a preacher in Canal Zone inveighs against 

IIWomen's lib" as a threat, ta marriage and family'life, the relevance 

of whith for a young family, shot in a reposefu1, beatific, pO$e, can 

on1y be questianed. There are innumerable instances of such IIballlOce" 

throughout the films. 

Comprehensiveness: There is the recurring motif of the 

"comprehensive overview" of interrelating aspects of the institution. 

Thus, the "whole ll school in High School is gestured toward: juniorsl 

seniors, girls/boys, curricular/extra-curricular, teachers/studentsl 

parents/coaches, educational/social/recreational, and athletic, the 
"-

range of classes -- languages, literature, science, anthropology, 

vocational, domestic. A more ambitious comprehension of an entire 

sub-culture is attempted in Canal Zone -- class, race, culture, age, 

sex, reli,gion, vocation, recreation, law, education, family. The 

signification of symmetry through comprehensive overviews contributes 

strongly to the binding, the unit y , of the "whole ll texte 

Temporal and narrativ~ trajectories: Several films rougr1y fo110w 

a pattern from admission to departure. In Titicut Follies, there are 

opening shots of dressing i,n the institutional "uniform" (which is, for, 

several inmates, no clothing at al1),; the only departur-e posited 15 

at death: Hi9h School's opening is an entry into the school through 

neighbouring streets; the film "progresses" through juniors to seniors, 

to discussions of graduation, to those who have left the institution. 

Juvenile Court begins with a rapid succession of admission procedures, 
<\ 
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contains several de1iberations on whether cases at hand can 

be considered wHhin the jurisdiction of a juvenile court, and 

culminates in a decided case which places a youth in a detention 

centre. 

Sorne of Wisemao's films have quite explicit, conventiona1 • 

narrative structures -- Basic Training is the c1earest example. 

Fresh recruits alight from buses, are put through a series of 

introductions and initiations into army life, gradually become more 

adept in their activities (signified throùgh the use of a squad's 

marching practice as the film's coda -- the squad becomes increasing1y 

disciplined as the film progresses), and fina11y "pass outil of "basic 

trainina" at a graduation parade. 
~'Ii';r 

Meat also has 'an exp1icit n~rrative trajectory. It is djvided '. \ 

into a 16 minute "introduction" fol1owed by two film "days" of 

roughly equal 1ength {53 and 51 minutes}. (Several of the films are 

edited into ttiese "film days".) There is a morning and evening 

markinq the parameters of the first film day, and an evening shot 

at the end of the film. The first film day follows virtual1y 

continuously (that is, it is edited for'strict continuity) the process 

of butchering cattle, the second film day duplicates the process for 
\. 

sheep. A lunch break occurs roughly in the middle of the process in 

film day one, 1s preceeded by cleaning of machinery and un1forms, and 

is doubly marked"by both executives and workers eating àt,"t~e "same , , 

time tl
• It should be emphas1sed again that Meat ca~r1es- t~~ mOst sustained .. 
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sets of continuity editing in any of Wiseman's films, an operation 

which is a classical work of narrativisation in Heath's sense, and 

which, mapped at another level onto the construction of "film days", 

doubles the narrative trajectory of the film. 

Canal Zone has a similar. though more dispersed trajectory. 

There is an interlocking spatial and temporal trajectory: spatial lX. 

the film structures the operations of control and power at several 

interreactive levels=-:-- levels of political control (Washington, 

devolution of power, the "non-political/l governor and governirig body 

-- the Panama Canal Company). legal control, law enforcement and 

detention, psychiatrie control and counselling, the military, church, 

schools, fashion. These levels interlock (but in ways which don't 

easily suggest the metaphor of concentricity, or symmetry)52 -- a 

,radio dise jockey 15 a soldier; tennis players stop and stand to 

attention_at the playing of taps~ the eeonomic livelihood of the 

American Canal ~ne Company is intimately linked with the po11tics 

Qf the host country and the home country -- Vietnam was good for 

canal traffic. Much of the inter10cking (or overdetermination) of 

institutions 1s mediated through the various 81centennlal celebrations 

which take place (the film was shot in 1976) -- so many' points of 

condensation of complex subwcultural interstructures. 

Temporal1y, there 1s a "progression" through the long opening 

flbfrth" s~quence down the canal, to children, marrià§e, divorce. to 

the final "death 'l sequence at a Memorial Day ceremony at a cemetery. 

1 
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There are numerous i nstanC'E!s of breakdown, coll apse, reti re~ent. 

exhaustion, yet held within the parameters of the "tropic idylP, 
, 

of a' certain slowness or calmness (in terms both of editing and in 

this film's relation to others of Wiseman). However, this tao is 

held within the opening discourse--of the governor and the final 

cemetery scenes, both of which mark signs of irreversible decline. 

"Book-end" syrrmetries like this can operate rather mechanically, 

as the virtually identical shots which begfn and conclude Juvenile 

Court, or, as in Titicut Follies'" use of the revue, toward a certain 

problematisation of symmetry. 53 

Another mode of binding is exemplified by the conc1uding shot 

of Hospital. The shot· articul ation from penultimate ta final shots 

(Ellsworth, shots 226-227)54 cornes over the singing inthe hospital 

church service as it s l owly fades out to the sound of rushi ng cars , 

on the freeway from wh; ch the final shot, a zoom out from a close-up 

of the exterior of the hospital to an extreme long shot, is taken. 
1 

This shot sign; fies similarly ta the conventional long shot at the 
, 

end of a western, for instance. However, in Hospi ta l, rather than 

it marking the gesture of an imagined happy future, it marks the 

synchroni c stabi l i ty and comprehensf veness of the just-comp leted 

film text; the inverse of the establishing shot; the visualised 

synchrony of the "whole" institution -- here is the "whole" institution 

of which the fi lm has shown "partsu • 

1 
1 , 
1 
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B' • 

finally, a gefleralisation can be made about trajectory, 

bfnding, narrativization in several of the films. There is a 

generally aoplicable "flow": establishing sequences, either outside the 

institution -. High School, Basic Training, Juvenile Court, Primate, 

Meat, Sinai Field Mission; o~arked, "defi ni tional" aspect of the 

institution -. Titicut Follies, Canal Zone, Law and Order, Hospital; 

short descriptive s,eguences that introduce later protagonists, "typical" 

encounters; longer, central encounters, such as interviews, case histories, 
c 

activi~ies, expositions; out of certain of the central sequences 

usually develop IIhistories" of indiv.idual social actors, or more 

genera li sed i ns ti tuti ona 1 changes whi ch form end; ngs. Th; scan lead 

to rare extra-institutiona 1 sequences (Titicut Follies, Meat, Primate), 

or the signification, or gesturing toward, the extra-institutional, 

or the "future" (Hi gh Schoo l, Basi c Tra i ni n9) . 

"';1 

..\ 

"T'~./ 
" 

l '. Q 

f 

,\ 
~ 

,j 
" , 

1 
;1 
, 
j 

~ 



, 1 

1 

n 

----.~--

57 

Notes , 

1 e.g. t The Edi tors, Cahiers du Cinéma, "John Ford' s Young Mr. 

Lincoln", Sereen, 13, No. 3 (Autumn 1973), reprinted in Sereen Reader 1, 

ed. John Ellis, and Movies and Methods ed. Bill Nichols; Stephen 

Heath, IIFilm and System, Terms of Anal.}'sis", Part 1, Sereen, 16, No. 1 

(Spring 1975) and Part 2, Sereen, 16, No. 2 (Sunvn~r 1975); Charles W. ~ 

Eckert, "The Anatomy of a Proletarian Fi lm: Warner's Marked Woman ll
, 

Film QU,arterly. 26, No. 2. 
, 1 

2 See Michel Cegarra, "Cinema and Semio1ogy", Sereen. 14, Nos. 1/2 

(Spri ng/Summer 1975). 

3 Nichols,' IIWiseman's Documentaries", pp. 17-18. (Unless otherilise 

indi:ated, referenees to this article wH,' appear as "Nicho1s, p. __ .") 

4 Mamber, Cinema Verite in America, p. 216; Mamber, "One Man's 

Meat Il , The New Republic. Oecember 4. 1976. 

5 Ni cho 1 s, p. 5. 

6 Stephen Heat,h, "Narrative Spaee", Screen 17. No. 3 (Autumn 1975), 

p. 90. 

7 See Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, "Space and Narrative 

in the Films of Ozu", and Edward Branigan, "The Space of Eguinox Flower", 

Sereen, 17, No,.. 2 (Su/lIIler 1975). against wh1ch Heath directs sQme of 
his remarks in "Narrative Space ll

, pp. 73, 104-6. 

8 See Thierry Kuntzel, IIThe Film Work",< Enclitie No. 3. 

9 See Laura Mulvey, "Visual P1easure and Narrative Cinema", Sereen 

1 
! 
1 

1 
1 



ü 

() 

.. 

, . 

16~ No. 3 (Autumn 1975), and Paul ,Willemen, "Voyeurism, The Look 

and Dwosld n". Afterimage, ~o. 6. 

la Heath. "Narrative Space", p. 90. 

11 Ni cha 1 s, p. 18. 

12 Nichol~, p. 18. 

13 Ni"Chols, p. 16 • 

58 

• ' 14 Nicho1s, section of "ana1ysis of lia representat1ve segment lJ of 

Hospital, pp. 22-27. 

15 N i chal s, p. 17. 

16 N6el Burch, Theory of Film Practice (London: Secker and Warburg. 

1973) (New York: Praeger Pub1ishers, 1973) and Edward Branigan, "Formal 

Permutations of the Point-of-View Shot", Sereen, 16, 

17 N 1 cho 1 s, p. 22. 

18 Nichois, pp. 24, 27 • 

19 Heath, "Narrative Space", pp. 73-74. 

20 Heath. "Narrative Space" t P.', 106.' , \ 

21 N~cho1 s, pp. 1~-19. 
22 Nichols, pp. 16, 27. 

23 Nichols, p. 19 • . 
24 Nichols . ' p. 28. 

25 Nichol s, p. 18. 

26 Nichals, p. 27. 

27 Nichal s, pp. 17,27. 

28 Nichal s, p. 18. 

No. 3 (Autumn 1974). 

" 

29 "The 1 Problematic of th/ Poetic' ln Film Texts and Theory" t 

Poetry and Film Conference •. McG111 University, Marcb, 1979. 



1 :; 

l ' 

, ' 

1 

1 
1 ! 

o 
·30 Nichols, p. 19. 

31 NichaIs, p. 18. 

32 Nichals, p. 19. 

33 Nichols, p. 21. 

34 Nichols, p. 19, 21. 

35 Ellsworth, Fr,fer;ck Wiseman, p. 6. 

59 

36 Christian Metz, Fi1m~nguage, p.-126, quoted in Nichols, p. 27. 

37 For use of this notion, see'Claire Johnston, IEdinburgh Magazine, 

No. 2, p. 6, and, extensively, Anthony Wilden, System and Structure 

(london: Tavfstock, 1972). 

38 Jean~louis Comolli, 'te dêtour par le direct" (1), pp. 49-50. 

39 Nicha1s, p. 18. 

,40 Nicho1s, p. 18 (my emPhal;s). ~ 
41 David MacDougall, "Beyond Observat1onal Cinema", 1n Hockings, 

ed., Principles of Visual Anthropo1ogy (The Hague; Mouton, 1975), p. 17 

(my emphasis). 

,42 N,ichols, "Documen'tiiry Theory and Practice ll
, p. '41. 

43 Nichols, "Documentary Theory and Practfce", p. 37. 
44 Alan Westin, "You start off wfth a bromide", Civil L iberties ' 

Review (W1,7r/sprfng 1974), P" 53. 

45 Mamber, Cinema Verite in America, p. 226. 

46 Ken Wlaschin, "Canal Zone", London Film Festival progranme, 1977. 

47 Wiseman, quoted in Louise Sweet, IICanal Zone" .. Sight and 

f 
l' 
1 
1 

1 



i , 
1 
1 

1 

-, 

o • 

() 

, 
1 

l 

Sound (Winter 1977/78). 

48 Al!!n Westin, "You start off with a bremide", p. 54. 

49 Thomas R. Atkins, IIThe Films of Frederick Wiseman: American . , 

Insti~utionsll, Sight and Sound (Autumn 1974) t p. 233. 

50
A

The Booklist. American Library Association,/72. No. 7, p. 522. 
51 . 

. Alan Westin, lIyou start off with a bromideU, p. 54.' , 

52 Cf. Louise $weet: "Wiseman edits sequences to reveal concentric 

circles of control", IICanal Zone ll
• 

53 This is taken up in Chapter 6. 

54 Liz El1sworth ' s Frederick Wiseman contains shot lists of four 

Wiseman
1

fi1ms -- Titicut Follies, High Schoe1, Hospital and Primate. 

Where appropriate 1 references to these li sts will be given ta facil itate 

and ,confinm close readings of parts of the films. 

1 

1 • 



. , 
1 

i~ 
j 

',i ( 

/ 

r: , 

Chapter 3 . 

Realism 

The inscriptio~ of ~/iseman -and of documentary in general 

within the generalised field of realism would seem quite uncontroversial, 

a donn~e of attendant critical discourse. The remarks of Nichols and 
/ 

Kuhn with which this work began,l along with statements like "Wiseman 

is perhaps the one true realist currently working in American films"2 

can be taken as different instances of this situation. However. 

Nichols' and Kuhn's rem~rks suggest more than a simple equation of 

documentary pra~tice and rea li sm. On the one hand t the most thorough-,,, 
/' 

90ing critiques of realism have been mounted with regard te mainstream 

"entertainment" cinema and this has either displaced the specificity 

of real iS~'S imbrication' with documentary or regarded it as a fait 

" accomp 1 i . -- documentary as .. i rredeemab 1y tmp 1 i ca ted in. • • an 

ideological r~gfme from which it can takfLno distance'~. 3 However, 
') 

this displacement or dismissal has pennitted discourses of and around 

documentary to be predominantly within with i ts own self-understanding, 

within the -- marginal t special1sed -- field it occup'les, beyond the 
.1 _ 

attention of mainstream ,cinema and its cri tics, docùmentary receives 
o 

extraordinary hOllll1age or denunciation; often precfsely on the bas1s of 

differing appraisals of its on901ng commitment ta, and refurbishing 

of, "traditions" of realism: It 15 to this symptomatic unevenness , 

of response around an indisputably central prbblematic for direct 
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, , 

'" cinema -- realism -- that this (brief)' chapter 15 addressed. 

Arguments against a tendency toward both dismissal and margin~l ised 

valorisation, on the (shared, though oppositional) ground~ of 

denunciation and invocation of realism wH 1 lie raised. 

Any facile\~omOgenisation of B:n ideolo,9y, or filmic practice. 

of real ism will not comprehend the complexity of relations across, 

say, narrative, documentary, independant, avant-garde. Raymond 

Williams, for instance., has stressed realism as lia highly va.riable and 

inheren,1:1y complex te'~II, 4 and Christopher Will iams, in ~ self-critici sm 

of an earlier Screen piece, argues that realism can only be regarded as 

hegemonic, homogeneous, 'at the expen$e of a 

majot: reduc~ionism. 5 The contingent and '{ariable lnflectjons of 

realist film practices must be seen not as an"endless reproductiQn qf 

ideologies (of identification-catharsis, projection, mystification) 
l , 

but as a production, a ~rking-upon, an inflection of, contradiction 

°arising from such practice. "Films, then, are themselves processes 

rather than products~, 6 different configurations in different con­

ju~ctures. 

, , 
Il 

l'n this vein, certain points, can be m~de in rega~_ to direct 

cinema' s IIreal hm". A distinction could be made, as Will iams does,1 , 

"between conceptions of 'realism ~s types of codifications in process in 

texts or ensembles of texts, or conceptions which pose the degree of 
o 

the text",'s relation to (uncodified)' "reality". The great majority of . 
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.-
accounts of direct cinema's (and Wiseman's) II rea lism" would th en be 

placed into the second category. This distinction could, for present 
\ . "'--

purposes, correspond to Ja~obson's distinction"~nd Wi11eme-'s use of 
l , ~~ 

it) between "progressive" and' "conservative" realism respectively. 

lhis is not to suggest that direct cinema's self-understanding 

(particularly as it is manifested in fil/TlTlakers' statements and 

interview~) i s necessarily "progressive", but to suggest that direct 

cinema and its precursors have inscribed themselves in various ways' into 

rea 1 i sm, 9 and th~t contemporary Amer; can ' di re~t" ci nerqa can be 

apprehended as-'a limit case of "purist"10 cinema, a practice ~'~/rêi11sm 
/' 

at its extremity, a doctrinaire cOllIIIitmen~ to the refurbishfug of a 

jaded or neglected tradition or potenthf of cinema. Direct cinema 

might then be çomprehended as an instance of rea 1 i sm carried to l1mi ts. 

wherein are rev~l~d major cons,training and masked elements of realis~.l1 
In thl). particul~r sense, a reading of' direct cinema's interrelation 

with reàlism could place it as a "progressive", fonn, in that classic 

realism (in the nineteenth century novel, in bourgeois d.rama of the 
0, ' 

same period, in mainstr'eam entertainment cinema) characteristically 

places itself as a mean between..éxtremes, a narrative naturalisation 
" 

of code and disco~rse, a containment12 of djsruption, difference. 

pirect cinema 1 s engagemeht with realism is in excess 1n Thompson's 

sense that exces~s 1s an absençe or insufficiency of motiv~tion. 

motivati~n which maps itself over, naturalises, places. film events. 13 

~ 

Its doctrine of "uncontrol" of the pro-f11mic leads to a tendency to 

ontologi~e the non-motivated. ep1pha~ic, vl!r1t!, elements "capturedu • 

"'. . \"",,, 
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, 

The conflict of discourses this precipitates in work like 

Wiseman's is particularly pertinent, as Wiseman', virtually singularly 

in contemporary American dirëct cinema, attempts the ambitious task of 

analysis and presentation of institutional space, not the individuated 

space which is the common currency of both American- direct cinema 

practitioners and mainstream cinema, and attempts it with a princJpled 

refusal of many commonly used resources such as narrati9n. This places 

great pressure at the level of editing, large-scale structure, and 

choice of pro-filmic event to displace, on the one'hand, the tendency 

for identification with or objectification of, individua1s, and, on 

., 

the other, any simplistic reading of the films based on visual impression 

rather than analysis of complex institutional reality. 

This 1s another way of approaching the problematic of Wiseman's 

flreality fictions" -- a trading on the analogical, affective, trans­

parenty of the imagei but also a scrupulous "manipulation,,14 at the 

level of editing, shot articulation' which is gener~lly in tension with 
J 

the former. A comparable case~ in sorne respècts is the work of Straubl 

Huil1et: all of whose films one writer regards as documentaries. 15 

Straub/Huil1et inscribe certain realist modes (the long-take,16 period 

costume. elaborately detailed mise-en-scêne, synchronous sound/image 

shooting and editing) into radical1y non-realist discursive levels through 
,) . 

excess (the too-long take. the fmperfect periodicity), gestus, 

painstaking i~tertextuality.17 Without suggesting more, there is at 

least a "family resemblance,,18 at certain levels in these two pract1ces. 

, 
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Further, direct cinema (and, again, Wiseman in particular) 

1s not, within the minimalist, "puristfl -terms of production it sets 

itself, easily or unifonnly impl icated in classical operations of 

rea'l ist narrative cinema of suture, continuity, the relay of binding , 

looks, shot articulation. This "crudeness .. 19 in the employment of 

(Metz's) specifically cinematic codes poses questions, deflectlon's, 

of the dominant mode.1s of such codification. 

Qualifying and problematising this series of rema.ks (directed 
• 

against lia tendency toward dismissal") are consideratfons which 

contend against valorisation of direct cinema' s engagement with 

rea)'1sm. 

The distinction made bYRaymond Williams between- reflectioni'~t and 

semiotic accounts of realfsm, 15, of course, usually collapsed in 
, 

the practice of, and critical discourses around, direct cinema. 

Kuhn spell s out the implications of this in a dense dialect1c: 

, '\ 

In documentary films. 1t appears that the truth 
or authenticlty of a representat10n turns precisely 
on an exclusion from that representation - or derl1al 
wfthin ft - of the means 'of 1ts own material and 
semiotic production, which means that the truth or 
authenticity has to be taken at face value - ideology 
contemplating itself - without rëëOürse to textual 
marks of authentic1ty. Nevertheless, a text may 
offer certain substi tute evidence of its own 1truth' 
constituted in a set of codès which at specifie 
Conjunctures connote authenticity (black-and-whi te 
photography, unsmooth camera movements, focus­
pulling, undi.fferent1ated sound, for example) and 

- ,. 

1 
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thus resolve any contradiction between an 
assertion of trûth and a lack of evidence 
supporting that assertion by a displacement 
which constitutes a representation as a set 
of codes which in themselves signal self­
evident truth. 20 
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Kuhn here ~hows that marks of authenticity 1 ike black-and-white 

photography and an -unsmooth camera sigrl'ify as such only within 

Cu 11 er' s th; rd 1 eve 1 of vra i semb 1 ance, in terms of the conventi ons 

of the "genre" direct cinema. Given the tenns of direct cinema '5 

Upurist" adherence ta these conventions, however, their actual operation 

in film texts can be read as tendi~g toward Culler's fourth level. where 

the text "explicitly cites and exposes vraisemblanc~ of the third 

kind". 21 

''L , 
However, direct cinema is only haphazard1y treated in this 

way. Its engagement with realism does not need ta be held within 

a representational ist problematic (a reflectionist view of the 

"content" of the image and an intentionalist view of authorial 

motivation held in an opposftionist dua1ism, the objective/subjective 

"debatell carried on in works on documentary) but it~, constantly. 

Thus, while there is rigorous attentionpaid in Wiseman to the . 

codifications, structurings, of the profilmic event.22 there 1s, 

except unevenly and wfthin what MacCabe calls °moments" rather than , 

"strategies" of subversion.23 no inscription of 5~ comparable 'a\t{areness 

l' 
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of the codifications of the filmic. 24 This leads to Wiseman's 

work being placed within the terms of the problematic of realism 

argued by MacCabe: 

A classic realist text may be defined as one in 
which there is a hierarchy amông the discourses 
which compose the text and th1s hierarchy is 
defined in terms of an empirical notion of truth. 25 

There is much emphasis in the Wiseman text on the presentation of 

several and varied partial (intradiegetic) discourses (indeed, again, 

this ;s taken to be one of the hallmarks of the films -- their I/balance" 

and IIcomprehensivenessu. )26 The discourses wl); ch dominate these, 

however, those of observationisml"natural historical" research/liberal­

ism, are not seen as discourses at all, but as the limit of discourse, 

the mediator of it (presenting "information" for consideration). 

Hierarchisation based on MacCabe' s "empirical notion of truth" 1s 
a 

clear in Wiseman's conmitment ta his films being a record of only 

what "I u saw. 27 
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p. 87; Edward, Bennett, "The Films of Straub are not 'Theoret1cal'''; 

and Marti n Walsh, "The Frontiers of language: Straub/Hui 11 et' s 

History lessons", Afterimagè No. 7. 

18 See Edward Brani gan' s argument c~neerni ng the "family 

resemblance" of Fellini and Oshima, "Subjec:tivity under Siege -

From.Fèllini.'s 8i to Oshima's The Story of a Man Who Left His Will 

on Film", Sereen, 19, No. l (Spring 1978), P. 3B, and "Foreground and 
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A recurring question in this thesis has been the fundamental 

tension in Wiseman's films between what Nichols or Anthony Wilden 

would designate as the ana109 and the digital,l or, to put it in 

terms more congruous with the general problematics of the present 

work, a reflectionist realist discourse and a subjeetivist 

1 expressive discourse. Another equal1y fundamental question is 

that variously approached as differences between yoyeurism and 

i!lqu1ry, "invasion of privacy" against "the pUblic's right to knowu • 

DroDaganda and bias against audience ability to come to various 

conclusfons regarding the film material, identification agafnst 
, - . 

dfstancing, participation against observation. "This veritable 
• 

litany of dualisms,suggests something of the unevenness, contra­

dictor1ne~s and yet extent of thfs partfcular problematic. What 

fol1ows, then, fs an attempt to further articulate some of these 

probl~s as ~hey bear on Wiseman's work. 

The stràtegie theoretical importance of this field of inquiry 

1s well summar1sed by Paul Willeman: 

Most defin1tions of c1nemat1c spec1ficity exclude 
from their considerations the complex 1~teraction 



() 

,1 

,r 

" of looks at play in the filmic process. 
On the contrary, the object-ness of the 
film text is emphasised in its autonomous, 
self-enclosed separation from the viewer - ' 
thus relegating the problem of the look to 
'the realm of individual sUbjectivity .••• 
Having split the cinematic operation into 
two distinct realms, film studies can be 
separated into on the one hand semiological 
study of the text as, an autonomous obje<zt 
and on the other the psychology of the 
spectator. 2 
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Brecht's "fundamental reproach" directed to film was that it 

permitted no distance to be taken by the spectator from the screen: • 

the film has monstrou~ weaknesses in detail 
which seem unavoidable\in principle. there 1s 
the dislocation of the ~ound; the hearer has 
first to put every line of dialogue into a 
character's mouth. then there is the strict 
fixation of viewpointi we only see what one eye, 
the camera, saw. this means that the actors have 
to act for thls eye alone, and all acti'ons become 
completely unilinear, and 50 on. more subtle 
weaknesses: the mechanical repr~oduction gives 
everything the character of a'r suIt: unfree and 
unalterable. here we come back the fundamental 
reproach. the audience no longer ~ve [sic] any 
opportunity to change the artist's erformance. 
they are not assisting at a producti ~, but at 
the result of ~ productio~ that teck place in 
their absence. 

1 

Direct cinema and Wiseman take places w1th1n th1s'general 

a critique of film, within the inscription of,the various physical 

pr~cesses and modes of address mentioned by ~Cht. Arguments are 

made not only for a critical lack of distance al10wed for the 

spe~tâtor,Jn Wiseman (for. instance. the controyersy over Primate.4, 
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the problem of voyeurism and "invasion of privacy", 5 particul arly 

manifest in the Massachusetts court ruT ing on THieut follies6), but 
1 
1 

a1so for the opposite: liA displacement of the comfortable on-looker 

positioning of the spectator that dominates classical narrative is 

achieved ... 7 One reasan for the extent of such dual1sm 

setting in araund Wiseman 1s the confusing ~tatements Wiseman has made :""1 

which seem to conflate problems of distance and separation, at least 

as a Brecht wauld have posed them: 

, 
There l s [ta beJ no separation between the 
audjence watchlng the film and the events in 
~he film. It's 1ike the 'business of getting 
rid of the proscenium arch in the theatre, 
and, by analogy, narration is the proscenium 
arch because it immediately separates'you from 
the experience of what youlre going to see and 
~ear, by tell ing yau 'that it has nothing .to do 
with you or by telling you what to think about it. 8 

Another reason is the level of uniformity or. presumed 

universality at which critica1 statements are typically pitched. 

The emphasis of the~present work, in contradistinction, is on the 

conflict and tension between èompeting and often contradictory 

levels and discourses àt work in the films and criticism~-On the 
1 

different weightings of these conflicts 1n different instances, On 

heterogeneity within and across Wlseman's work. 

There is then a need to distinguish different modalities of 

distance. and laçk of 'it. A distinction 1s necessary between, 
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a Bazi'nian "democratic" cinema where thé spectator is allowed" 

to formulate varied responsés given the space generated by the 

glan-séguence and depth-of-field, ~nd a Brechtian or Godardian 

distance where the text's construct~dness. 'is, normativel,y presented.9 

The predo~inant type of distance in Wiseman (particularly in the ~ater 

films) is the Bazinian -- Wiseman points to the variety of response ,'"" 

t'O the films as evidence of their respect for the audience; the 

later films' (particularly Juvenile Court, Welfare) deployIDent of 

the long-take/sequence·shot are arguably exemplary in a Bazinian 

sense. However, as the discussion of Titicut Foll ies (C~apter 6) 

demonstrates, there is also a strong use of a ~réchtian mode of 

di'stance, and a concomitant use of montage in Titicut Follies, High 

School and also Primate. , Exemplification of this is provided by 

Marshall and de Brigard when. in their conmitment ta "sequence 

filming ll its nonnative for urban ethnography, they discount the early 

Wiseman fUms: 

I, 

It's all right for audiences to be moved by 
Titicut Fol1ies, High School, and Essene. 
but they are not permitted to think independ­
ently about them. 10 . 

This tension 1s often. as well. put by critics in ~a synthet1c 
1 

artf,cu~ation: "W1s~an shows that a distanced fillJ111aker cari still 

be a:, conmitted fi1nm~kerllll and "the, cultlvation of dètachment in"' 
l 1 

the service of a passionate, extended design demanding pat1en~e 

from 1 everywhere". 12 This 1s something of tbe dialectics or multiple 
i 
i 

1 

1 
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imbrications of, variously, distance and involvement s participation 

and observation, active and passive viewing, voyeurism and 

identification, ta which attention should be paid. 

Laura Mulvey provides a variation on the-articulation of 

distance and involvement in her treatment of môdalities of-,pleasure 

in narrative cinema. Two "contradiètory aspects" of structures 

of lookjng in cinema are scopophilic -- the distance generated 

through objectification exemplified in voyeurism, and narcissistic -­

identification with and projection onto the image through recognition 

of likeness. 13 Willemen points out, in a review and critique of 

Mulvey, that. the se operations are as much at work in so-called 

non-~arrative film. 14 In'Wiseman, rather than these looks being -

played out predominantly in r~lation ta images of woman.1S as Mulvey 

(argues for narrativ~ entertainment cinema, theYlare often structured 

l~n class divisions. High School is said to be an almost "perfect 

~ive devi~e" ~6 for the middle::c'1ass audience of the film -­

Pauline Kael's review of the film exemplifies this. 17 Given the nature 

of Wiseman's audience 18 operations -~f àbjec~ification wil) tend 

more often to occur with depictions of non-middle' class s'ubjects and 

situations. 

-
~owevers tha~ction between these mechanisms cannot be . 

erected into ~ategor1cal~~ooks -- Freud's original ~onnulat10n 

saw them interacting and overlapp1ng~19 Mulvey argues for three '; 
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"looks" at work in cinema -- that of the camera as it records the 

'L-pro-filmlc event, that of the audience as it watches the final 

product, and that otj the characters at each other -- the intra-diegetic 

look. The first two are effaced and subordinated to the third, 

Mul'vey argues, in mainstream cinema. 20 This 1s one pf the cruci~l . " 

strategies in the construction of' realism in Wiseman's films as well,-, 
~ ~ ~ 

às the preponderance of int~rviews and oth" form~ of ~erbal interaction 

testify (variously,' school classes, counsell1ng sessions, formal 
Il __ _t r> , 

addresses and speeches, briefings, seminars, church services, hearfngs, 

etc.). The intra-diegetic interview 1s the nodal point of Wiseman's 

articulation of individuals and institutions. Its structuring and 

'Placem~nt ,1n the films exemplifies thé' dQminance21 of the third "look" 

oveJ'"the other two,. 1nvolving anc:t fnvoking the vfe~er as both 

necessary for the complet1on of the relay ,of looks and necessarfly 
.... . .. \ .. 
" , 

absent from, and therefore having pr1v11eged access to, the f1éld of 

enco~nter. 22 To "repeat, < the intra-d1egetic interview r"J Wise1nan , 

Q (to be compared with the qua~;--diegetic interviews 1n, say, Rouch and. 
• - < 

~ -
l , 

de Anton10 and the extra-d1eget1~ 1nt~rv1éws ln mainstream documentary) 

fs exemplary in this proce5s as the viewer 15 à)most alwaY5 positfonetl 

as, "eavesdropper't 'On "private" 'conversations. \ 

'. ,,/ t', • 1 
/ ' 

The .dominance of 1ntra-d1eget1c looks (and· the resùltant 

sUturi.ng effects) 15 broken at_ times. however. in Wiseman. Willemen 
, ' 

points out that th1s can tfe achfeved through thé inscr1ptfon of a 
- , . \. 

fourth look~ the look from within the d1egesfs at the viewer. This 
, ! 
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look is of a different order to the others as it breaks the dieges1s 

and constitutes the viewer as visible subject. the v1ew1ng sUbject 

having remained invisible, absent, fn tHe inscription of the other 
, 

three looks. It is the look which "surprises me in the act of 
- 1.- • 

voyeurism and occasio~s a feeling of shame". 23 In Wiseman, there 

are innumer~ble i~~st~nces of this fo~rth look (which shou1d be regarded 

primarily as a look at the camera, and only then, and not necessar11y, 
! 

a look at the viewer, to preserve necessary distance between position 

of camera and that of viewer) -- fractional stolen glances, arrested 

gesturès of recognition, the gTance of the psychiatrist in Hospital 

to the fllnmaker with the exasperated conment "She hung up on me!" 
< ~ 

• III .. .", 

(Ell sworth, shot 143), to the JI'exp~s i t1 O~'II sequences where. al though 
-

th~re is a posited or actually prese~ted diegetic audience, the 

monologues take on, through mise-en-scène, their placement in the film~ 
w \0 ~ 

.. 'l-

'and significance of the material for the work of the film, a sort of 

quasi-direct address. 

Thus. 1n Primate (Ellsworth, Sh~332-336), a researcher 
\ ' 

givlng orie of the' only sustained, e~pos1tions trr the f*lp,a. on evolution". 
"-. -.J. ~.\ 
......,. " 

seems ·tn,address the ca~ra (shot "332). (The sequence ~s struètured 

-for irony ln that the $ubject -gf the exposft1on 1s that III do 
t> • 

~ , 

n'Ot subscri~e t~ .the theory that "~lhe: .. l'1ving apes. 'c"ti':imps and • 
. ' 

gor111a~ closely resemble the ancestors of mS,~hi1e the ~,imi1aritfes ", 

bètween'researcher and goril1a are vfsual1y ~~grOunded in fntercuts 

dur1ng the sequence.) The last sequence in Esseneo1s t~e senmQn of the, 
, . 

-
1 
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.. 
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abbott on the spirit and the law, the placing and thematics of which 

give it a coda-like quality (like the lef$\~er-reading of Dr. Howard 

at the end of High SChool). The shot for 11:29) genera11y 

on th~ abbott ln long mid-shot through cl -up, exclud1ng the diegetic 

audience; it is marked I)y rhetorical direlt addresses: "Will you lis'ten, 

real1y deeply, like'Mary, sitting at the feet of Trutp, that you may 

be happy? Will you listen, that the ,Father,. the Spirit, and 1 may 

come to dwell within you?"; the abbott glances momentarily at the 

camera. In the second major sequence of Sinai"Field Mission, an 

official delivers a long monologue on the role, structure and history 

of the mission, and the geographica1, politica1 and military aspects 

of the area. It i5 the most exhaustive establish1ng exposition ln 

anyof the. films. 

The dominance of intra-diegetic 'loQks 1s also broken in 
~ ~"'-~ " ~ , 

Wiseman when, in the ab~ence of dialogue and ~other forms of interpersonal 

/b~haviobr, the looks of-the camera" or the viewer are less effaced. 

S1:eve Neale points to one arti{Ulatio~ 0t Mulvey"s "contradictory" 

modes of identification and yoyeurism: in documentary: the less.the 

role of structures of 1dentificatlon, the greater ~fle dominance of 

s~ruçtures of v~leurism.24 Character i~dividuation o~ ~ypfca~ity, 
• , 1 ~ • 

dialogue, interview, and other fonms of intrà-a1egetié interpersonaJ 
• l ' 

behaviou~. ~nd various inscriptio~s of c1a~s consciousness are, it . . 
, has been arg~ed, the q1~tfr st~uc~tltes of. id~ntificatio,n in Wiseman. 
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Their lesser ~ole in films like Primate, Meat, and Titicut Follies 

give space for other articulations o~ looking. 

Primate perhaps best artfculates these questions. It is unique 

in its editing inasmuch as ft has more than twice the number of shots 

as the other films 25 and much less dialogue. It is al') experiment 

~to see ta what extent you could tell the storY.Just by pictures". 26 

In thi's specifie context, such a project works against traditional 

modes of interpretation -- Primate is Wisemanfs most "controversial" 
. " 

film, except for Titicut Fol'lies, mainly because it refuses the ordering 

of its 1 evels of discou'rse by explanatory scientific verbal discourse. 27 

The film inscribes and, articulates the vjewing subject across a temporal 

deve)opment which first entices with irony and comedy and then . 

displaces and revokes tfiat type of look as the-film enters into a series 

of vivisection sequences. This section is in its turn displaced by 

questions. of the human, social and technological implications of the 

foregotng. The general movement is from ironie and hu~rous voyeurism , \ 

to the macabre and directly voyeuristic to the intriguingly futuristic. 

Moreover, the usual articulation of identification and voyeurism , 
"i • 

1's reversed. Human s"l.I.bjects, the researchers, are clearly seen as 
. 

voyeurs (particularly jn their monitoring of the apes' sexual behav1our) 

and this inscription of the voyeuristic lo?k within the diegesis distances 

. the viewer's look. On the other hand, it is the animals with wti1ch the -
<& , ".li' , " .... • 

film invites identification: in the way the camera shoots them in,studied 
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close-ups, in terms of their human-like mannerism, appearance and 

behaviour, and in terms of their being experimented on. 

Meat, like Primate, has relatively little dialogue and its 

continuity editfng is the most extended of any of Wiseman's films. 

Neale's connection of voyeurism and spectacle 1s most- explicit Jn this 

film. In his Giscussion of Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will, Heale 

argues that certain modes of mise-en-scène Il are desfgned ta 

exhibit the 'image for the gaze of the spectator and for the scopie 

drive that sustains ft, designed, precisely, to 'catch' (to lure) 
• 

the eye". There is marked "emphasis on spectacle and 100k1ng ~s a . 

means, in the absence of a plot, '1)f holding the film together ll
•
28 

Mise-en-scène in Meat i$ characterised by ~arked variations in the 

" use of sound -- many_parts of the butchering sequences are soundless 

or-sound is oddly denatured as almost inau~ible humming. There i5 ~ 

type of lavish choreography of inanimate objects (slabs of meat, heads 

on hooks, intestines, blood, ~ongues, butcheFing instruments) framed 

and shot as t~'ey ..swing, "dance" ~'jer~, or as the machinery lies 1dlè 

at the end of one sess10rr of butchering, .some instruments still, 

though barely, moving. Frame angles are often extreme -~' extreme 

close-ups, high angles, sharp right or left movements aS,objects swing 
, 

into f~ame 'or move toward~ the camera. There are sharp Jighting 
f 

contrasts, .-- from di~ 'lonp~shots o~ cat~le gr.~zing at dawn on ~r~cks 

st dusk, to startl1ngly"bright interior shots in the abattoir:: , . 
'. . .. 

Reviewers speak flf the film'~ "hypnot1c force", that ft h Wfseman's 
, ...... ' 
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"~ost visual1Y lacerating documentary", 29 of the "most extraordinary 

visual material in any of Wiseman's ••. films", which stays "most 

powerfully in the mi nd" over any of the questions of ethi cs, economics 

or pol itics which are raised in the film. 30 The fdm al so foregrounds 

spectacle through satirising other types of film drama: 

The idyllic opening shots, with their evocatlon 
df- a natural,harmony between men and beasts, 
remlnd us Qf dozens of Westerns, although this 
cattle drive ends rather differently from the one 
ih Red River. The slaughterhouse sequences are 
a savage reversal of those vapid, advance-of­
civilization do§vmentaries on industri~l 
processes •.• 

4 1 
\ 

"Theatricality ... is crucial ta the particular mode of 

s~ectacle" Neale considers. 32 It is Titicut Fo111es' inscription of 

performance, as well as its various moments of implication of the 

look of camera ~nd viewer, discussed in detail in Chapter 6, which 

make it an exemplary instance 1n Wiseman's work of the relay of looks 

and the breaki~g of that relaYa 

; 
, ' 1 

All this suggests a grea~er degree of c~mp1exity and unevenness 

with regard to W1seman's intersection w1th the relay of lôoks and 
1 

and subject positions thls effects than 1s allow~d 1n Kuhn's account 

of d1rect cinema as observational. Her argument 1s that the viewer 
. , 

is placed by be1ng'f1xed in an ident1cal position. that of neutrality 

~nd observation, ta that of the camer~ operator and the came!a-
..' .... 6 • 

f11rrmaker through non-part 1 ci pat'ory effacement '(MacDouga 11 's "eth1 ca 1" 

pr~blema~1c);33 ~he c~er~ through sYS~mati~ d1s~vowal Of'51gns of 
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production, of denial of styl e34 in favour of the presurned equation 

of vision and knowledge, or mechanical recording and analysis; the 

viewer through the dominance of an informational, observing interest 

on1y.35 

There are sorne significant disjunctions. of these relations of 

uniformity in Wiseman. Instances of spectacle, Ustyle" (instances 

which are systematic enough for one viewer ta say "h15 style is 

one Qf the most readily ,identifiable signatures 'in the cinema"). 36 

.and intertextualfty raise what for Neale is an important contradiction 

between di"s~urses of docum~ntary and evidence or "display" of these 

discourse/: ' , 

.., 

such evidence a~d such display not only' highlight 
the instance of the construction of a position " 
of lookfng .and visual comnand, not only highl ight 
the instance of the construction of the visible ' 
itsel'f, but also displace knowledge, the essential 
fngredient in documentary, in favour of the 
construction of a mode of visual pleasur~. Spect­
acle 'is content neither wfth simply renderfng 
visible the-observable n0r with inscribing the 
spectat1ng subject simply in position as observer. 
It 15 rnuch more concerned with the processes 9f 
rendering visible and of look1ng ,themselves.3 , 

This argument's appl1cability to Wiseman 1s even more _s!gn1ficant 

than, in Neale's case, propagandist1c documentary. given that 

Wiseman's films c1rculate with1n d1scourses and pract1ces -.' those 

around direct cinema a~d its reception -- which are resolutely non­

propagand1stic .. 

': \ 
1 ~, J 

, There i~ no question here of attel11pt1ng ta "balance' out" 
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instances of suture and break of suture, observation and participatiOrf, 

information and spectacle, the binding relayof looks and disruptions 

of relay, in the interests of demonstrating an (auteurist) ambiguity, 

complexity of vision or artistry for Wiseman. On the contrary, the 

concern has been to show level s' of èontradiction and differential 
-

modes of address and posit:fonings which cannot be (éitsily) contained 

wi thin the demarcations of direct cinema, or Wi seman 'ssel f-understanding 

of his project. 

B 

Questions Of suture or articulation in fi lm texts can be crudely 

distinguished as large- and smal1-scal e operations: the previous 

section of this chapter dlscussed aspects of the fonner, while this 

section considers small-scale -- sequential, 1ntra-sequential.--
.; 

articulations in Wiseman 1 s films and the1r impl1cati~ns ln tenus of 

th.eoretical elaborations of editlng and suture. 

The basic terms in wh1ch Wiseman' s edit1 ng and other articulations 

have been placed are that, on the one hand, "Wiseman practices . . • 

cont1nu1ty edit1ngj that is, he tries to sustafn wft~fn each sequence 

the illusion of 'real tl,me and the unfty of reàl space. no matter how 

much the ,footage has been eut do~, from its original length,,38 and, 

on th~ other, that there 15 a certain "crudeness ll39 1n the achievement ... . 
, of sùch cQntinu1 ty and rela~ed articulation. There are. fmportantly, 
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in Wiseman's work, breaks and dispersal. of c1as~ic çontinuity and 

its attendant suturing of gaps, yet .~hese are to be comprehended 

more wi th in the terms of MacCabe 1 s "moments" of subvers lon as aga i ns t 

"strategies" of subversion,40 or Heath's transgression, not trans­

formation,41 given the general 1 arge-scale operations of closure and 

positionality ~he films construct. 

Nichols' work on Wi"seman's mi~ro-articulations is strategie in" 

contésting the genera 1 homogeni sation -of and <Ji sregard for this 

level amongst cri tics of Wiseman. Assumptions about ascetic style 

tend to allow a homogenisation of work and tension at and between 

different levels and operations in the films, 'eading to critical 
" 

notions of blandness, austerity, spareness: "hi5 often stationary 
. . 

camera, his newsreel-1ike black and white images, his rare indulgence 

in anythi n9 but a medium distance shot" i 42, "his filming technique 

is about as straightforward and innocuous as a skil1ful home movie". 43 
<' 

- :-

Nicho1s places stress'on the tension inherent in "the use of 

,some of the tactics of découpage derived from classic conti nuit y , 

ed1ting of the image tra~k but without many of its resources". 44 

Wiseman can only construct continu1ty ex post facto. th!re 15 no 

forma 1 (~d1rector' Sil) control over the pro-filmic event. More9ver, 

only one camera 15 used, in any one fl1m, thus Wiseman has no resort to 

modes of continuity, "flowfl
, founded on the deployment of different 

. ~ '. 
though simultaneous camera positions. Consequently. there 15 a 
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comparatively frequent use of jump cuts and a high occurrence 

of indefinite"temporal ellipses rather than the more coomon (in 

classical continuity) definite temporal ellipsis, or temporal· 

continuity.45 AIso, near exclusive, use of diegetically-motivated 

synchronous sound conmits Wiseman to a degree of difficulty in 

the audibility and comprehensibility of dialogue •. 

These several indications of limitation (which are not 
1 

exhaustive) might sug.gest a cinema dominated by basic structural 

IfIaws"; a suggestion which would in itself be misleading. These 

limitations are self-imposed and strategie as a foundati.on for work 

at other levels. Wiseman places crucial stress on the construction'< 

of the film in editing, in contrast ta doubts in ethnographie film­

maldng con,cerning the viability and s~ientificity of editing., 46 and 
. 

American direct cinema's general reticence to place editing in a 

defined place re1ativ'e t~ other processes. 47 Editing, of Americ'an 

direct cinema 4.s- spoken of in terms of the necessity to ma1ntain 

$trict shooting chronology lest "relat1onships [between· events] fa 11 . 
apart" t ot't. central1~y q'( drama and pace,48 of the best.é1nema 

verite bein$! achieved when. "in, ténns of editing,_ •. _. cutting 

sequences very close to the, way they were shot". when "the footage 

, is al1owed.. to ~ake its head". 49 Issari puts th1s position as 

doctrinairely as "The editing .•. should remain faithful to" the 
G 

actual event - its con~inuity, its relationsh1ps. and. 1ts entire 

Chara~ter ~nd atmosphere. 115~ 
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In-contradistinction, Wiseman argues: \ 
\, ' 

v. 

Sorne documentary filmmakers don't feel you 
should edit at all. l'm very much more 
interested in form than sorne other filmmakers, 
and in tight control of the material .•.• , 
All the material is rnanipulated sa that the 
final film 1s totally fictional in form' 
although it is based on real events. Because 
it is a fiètional form you have the same' 

\ 
'\, 

kind of problems that exist in writing a 
novel, or a play: problems of characterization, 
transition, point of view, etc. r am inter~, 
ested in the relationship between various 
forms because in,many ways l think there are 
similarities in the techniques. 51 

On~of the things that intrigues me in all 
'the films i show to make a more abstract, 
general statement about the' issues, not­
through thé use of a narrator, but through 
the relationship of events ta each other 
through editin~.52 Of 

This conlnitment to the introduction of tension between levels 

"direct" reportorla1- footage worked upori by an avowedly' constructivist 

editing strateg~ -- deserv~~~bloser attention, attention which 

Nichols has just1fiably introduced. 

Editing in Wiseman marks a break with 'the dom1nancê of the 
, . 

o . 
image-tract as a bàsis for shot articulation. Given the limits of 

, . , 
direct shoot1ng principles. the sound track. is used more often ·than , , 

.. 

the image tracK ta ilrticulate sequences~ thè opposite char.acteristically' 
. 

occurs in classical conti nuit y edfting and theories of articulation , . 
~ ~ ~ ~~ 
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based on it, such as Metz's.53 Thus, the sound-track will often 

bridge cut~ within and between sequences, in~roduce sequences by 

being audible before the diegesis is complet d by the evidence of 
. 

the image from which the sound originates. uch a "shift in the 

meaning of diegesis ll54 can lead to a contest tion of the primacy 

afforded -visuality, whiçh is a central problematic in direct cinema. 

However, this shfft cannot be claimed niforrnly for Wisemah's 

-work. Films such as Primate and Meat depl0 relatively little , 
D --

dialogue and other location sound often wor s in such films to 1. 

undergird the affectivity of the visual, th image-track. Als t 

while micro-sequential, gradually accretive breaks in continu ty 
, 

occur at the visual level, this is virtuall normatively recJp ratèd 

through the films' work within one macro-sp ce, one lnstltutio al 

locale; the visual d~tai1 aJR6unting to the rder of' !!!. institu~ion. 
'-Th~s, ln Welfare, sequences (wlth their hig 1y partlculiarised 

subject-histories) are held wlthin the â~cu ulative c1austroPhrb1a 

of a whole sPa~e -- the vast waiting room. he nearby interVier 

cubicles. 1 

1 -

, Nich.Is' analysi. of a segment fram 1SPftal argues that 1 

readings of Wiseman's films requ1re repea~~perations of retro- , 

activity and retrospection. in arder to read con~inuity back 1nto a 
, , 

developed sequence. This sugges~s a sf~n~ el~ent of discontjnuity 

at work'within continuity, whlch ~s clearer in a c~parfson with the 

ordering of shots ,within sequences in "the clàss1c Hollywood film" 
, . 

. , ) , 
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which Edwar.d Branigan outl ines, 

1. Es tab 1 i sh i ng shot (major variant: deta il of' 
scene, then establishing shot) 

2. Long shot (master shot) 
3. Med i um Two-shot 
4. Reverse Angles (over-the-shoOlder shots) 
5. alternating Medium Close-ups (sometimes Point-

of-view shots) 
6. Cut-away (or Insert) _ 
7. a lternati ng Medi um c~gse-ups 
8. Re-establ i sMng shot 

-, 

This model has its general basis in the dialogue sequence;56 dia'logue 

sequences in Wi seman (al though thi s ho l ds for most other ~ sequence .. -types in Wiseman) fo 11 ow. no part1cular arder, ~nd rarely, if ever. 

mark their autonomy by syn1lIetrical relations of estabHshing-reestab-
c 

l fshing shots or master shots. In his discussion of the Hospital 

segment, Nichols does not stress this displacement of establ ishing 
, "'" 

and master shots. a crucial and fonnathe Element of the nëcessfty 

for "an active. and retroactive, reading of eues embedded in shots 

anc;l their articulations" 571n Wiseman. Against the "extreme importance 

attached to pr~vfding an overal1 v1ew, lfterally the 'master-~hot' .> 

that will allow the scene to be dominated in the course of its 

reconstitution as dramatic unity" t 58 Wiseman· s ed1ting strategy , 

consistently places the viewer in medfa~ res in interview 'and othèr 

C dialogue sequences. T1tfcut Foll1es,more consistently than the 

...,1 other films, deploys this subversion of conf;inufty (Jis 1s discus~ed 

more fun")' in Chapter 6). Often ft is diffieult.or impossible to' 

dete~lne who 11 belng spoken to (e,g •• E11Swo~,th.S~';r.. (6); à', 
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forma 1 "speech" 1s deHvered for 25 seconds before 1ts ),st~ners 

are included (shot 64); a sequence ,:/hich one revle~er calls the' 

most Ufrightenfng" '1n the ~ilm, but also the "lI'Iost restrained and 

bourgeo1s"59 1s structur~d by radie~Hy sep~r~te der~~atiôn of 

space, empnasising the radic~l1y separ\te IIworlds"_'of the patient, 

the pa nef, and its~ funct10naries. Throughout the sequen~e (lasting 

8:40) there "are no establishing shots. 60 
. /) 

- h 
A final streSs should be placee! on the variety "of' editing - . 

ù ' 

strategies d~ployed by W'iseman, which 1s the'more signif1cant 
J' • 4 

, -
g1ven a min1malist" and artisanal mode of produet1o~ which has led ta 

a (misplaced) crit1eal consensus cOriçerning the "blandness" of . , 
Wiseman's "style". Meat 1s predomjnantly eôt 'for strict j:ont1nu1ty . -
on visual eues. Primate is heavily edited, again on visual eues; 

however, ther,e, fs no' class1eal eontinu1ty as 1n M~at. but il , , 

highly elaborate. constructed 'development of "an -arglJllent throUgh 
'_ l ' • 

ed1ting. Juvenile Court. Welfare. Canal Zone, Sint. Fiëld Mission, 
\ IJ ' . , 

the 10ngest films.' are exemplary for the1r "sequence fl1m1ng". the 
\ ' 

absence of wh1ch 1'n earlfer fi.lms Ma~~al1 and de art"gard c~1tie1sed. 61 

The' cen ral1ty of long, autonOOloUS seque'1è:es in :these f"nm~ .al~gns 

fhem w1 h a- so~t of ind1genO~s ethnography, Essene 1s eèUted 

bas1cal y on verbal eùes·~ High School doubles 1ts thematfc structure' 
, 
by puns and repetit10ns on cuts. ! " .. - • 
- . \.... " . . 

,-- \ ' - . . 
" ln sunnatÙm, ft 15 helpfu~, to return ,to NiChols 1 .. eharacter1sat1on 

" 

" • .. ... ~ '. D " 1 ~ Il t 

of W1semari's.~,rt1t':fl~tfoA· o:.,t~e" f11m1c WhO~\~ ,,'~moS.!lI(~" •. Thf~ , 
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suggestive attempt ta arrive at Il specifie model of the films as 

"totil1smsu62 (notwithstand1ng the difficulties involved ~n such an 
.', 1 

attempt) shares characteristics of Brian Henderson's work aga1nst 
r!,J .. 

critical orthodoxies regarding fi1mic articulation be1ng arranged 

around the oppositional exemplars Eisenstein (montage) and Bazin 

{sequenOf~ deep focus, long tlke).63 In this eontbxt, artfculation 

.. 

in Wiseman's films should be approached not through one character1stic 

Ilone, or some Usynthesis" of oppositions. but through stress on 

heterogeneity of "style"" and the 1mpl1c,ations of thts. 
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hfs subjects beyond permission to film them, the 
fflmmaker adopts an inherently seeretive position • 
• • • In his 1nsular1ty, he w1thholds the very openness 
that he asks f~ his subjects in order ta film 
th •• 

"" . 
David MacDougall, "Beyond Observational Cinema", in Visual Anthropolog,y. 
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Chapte'r 5 

·lnd1viduals and Institutions' 

1. 

J • 

r­
I , . 
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A recurr1ng concern of this essay 15 the Attert ta work 

with1n the establfshed p~DblelJ1at1c of Wiseman's project. th1s not 

for the purpose of befng 1nitfally au-thorised-aTTd ffnally del1'!l1ted . 

, by the status of the object ... fllm. oeuvre, the cr1t1cal fndustry .. -

but becaus8 the prob lematic 15 repl ete wi th 1nstitutionà'lised contra­

diction and 1t would be dfs1ngenuous ta pretend ta "write" that away 

~1th the str(!ke of a cr1t1cal pen. An attempt has baen made 'to work 
, ' 

d1alect1call1 with1n the establhhed problematfc of film and crHfcal 

texts, to deconstruct-operat1ons of thefr mutual 1nter-legitimatfon 
. 

("The two dfscourses occupy the same fdeologtcal space, vlll1datfng 

one another") 1 around fundamenta 1 dua l1sms such es d~umentary If1ct1 on. 

objec.tfve/subjecttve. fndi v1dual s/insU tutions. 

A 

~ 

Ind1v1dual5'j1 nstitutions • • • -the c 11l$s1cal l1bera 1 pe1ri "9. 
" . 

indivfduel ..... spac~ of 'reed~. opinion. value. authent1~1t.Y; . 
1nst~Yt1on ~i9id1tY. structure. fact. alfenat1on. Mu~.h. 01' the 0 

cr1tiéa~ effort on Wiseman -JIu been expended re1terat1ng that Wheman's 
. . 

f11ms are "a~ut" institutions. not individuels; thfs datum the" be1ng 

a point of coniparison w1 th both fiction.l texts and the majorfty.of. 

1- , ') 

'Tf 
'1 

1 

l , 

1 

; 

, , 

1 



\ . 

1 () 

, i 

r 
! 

r. 
,~ 
1 

'. 

, '1 

documentar1es. Thus, Whem)n: 
1 

1 think the s'tar of each film is the institution. 
, 1 don 1 t want you te come out feeling, for instance, 

that Dr. Schwartz 1 n Hose1 ta 1 f S {l chllrm1 n9 
pèrsonable fel1ow, 1 want .>:,ou to come out"w1th 
a fee 11.ng of whllt Il bi 9 ci ty hosp1 ta 1 15 11 ke .. or 
a hfgr1'school, Il prison, a pol1ce department. 1 
wAnt ~~. to sw1tch ,our level of identfficatfon. 
frOll1r Il person .•. ta MetroPQl1tan Hospital. 
That's really what l'matter',Z .. ~ 

, c:... 
Examples of such opinion could, of course, be mult1.Pl fed, 

98 

1 • 

However, 1t 15 cons1derablY more compl1cated than these observations 
~ 

would 5uggest. The recefved wisdom 15 that Wfseman' s engagement w1th 
, ,. '. 

" institutions $ecures Il more thoroughgolng dQcu,nen~lng of contemporary 

soc1al rell1ty by dea'11ng wjth th(\ ub1qufty and typical1ty·.of ";;) 

Institutions as mArkers or "cultural spoors n 1n, contemporary American .. -. 
society, and 6f the predom1nantly inter" and 1ntra-' 1nst1tutfona1 

J , ' . 
1dentft~es possible with1n that sqcfety. Thus, for instance, in 

1 1101~1tll (Ellsworth, shots 37-40), an inte~vlew sequence, begfns 

"0 

-
'wfth • close .. up of a piece of téchnology, a hear1ng-a1d "microphone, 

and .fter that tflts to the woman who 15 uSi"g 1t. an elderly woman. 

Shi hll5' been hard of hear1ng for 40 Ylars (Interviewer: "S1nee' about 

19297" Woman: liNo, sinee about 1919.!' The decade d1f'erence hllrd1y 
" 

siems to matter!) and has beeft retfelnt to take goverrvnent aid because she 

wtnts to be self-support1ng. _The traces of a person~l h1story exist1ng 
• 

completely withfn and between institution.1 locale unfol~ gradu~11y 

'(the sequence of 4 shots lasts .1most 3 minutes) as she recounts 

-, 

, 
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aid for a varfety of needs .8 d1abetes. ears. eyes.' government a1d. 

m111tary serv1c,e, problems of employment: "lt' s been hard for me," 

At ,the level of the body of W1seman's films. intr1cate 

interconnections can be traced dcross dffferent institutions. 

Relig10us services and act1v1ties appear in several fflms (apart. 
1 • 

of course, from Essene) -- Titicut Fol11es. Hospftal. Basic Training. 

Juvenile Court, Canal .Zone, Sinat Field Mfss~on, High Schocl and 

Basfc Training dwell e~ensfvely on the mflitaristic aspects of 

school1ng and the school-like environment of mf11tary trainfng,3 

The same Miss High,tower of the earlfer Hospital appears in Welfare. 4 

Repeatedly. references outsfde the institution at hand are to other 

institutions; welfare. hospftal1satt6~ .. various forins of training, 

incarceration. multffarious meetings.' 

Thus, if Wiseman speaks repeatedly of "finding cultural spoors" 

in instftutions, of analysfng contemporary problems as they are 
v . 

manifest characterfstical1y 1n institutions, one cultural spoor would 

clearly seem to be that fnd1v1duals ex1st fn fnter- and 1ntra-
" 

1nstttutfonal space. Wiseman 1s thus held to have steered away. both 

from the "cr1sis narrative" structure and the tendency to individuation .. \ 

(which 15 said 'to lead to l1mitatfons on general1sation)S-in nluch 
If 

Amerfcan cinema verite, and a150 fram f1ctional fndividuation. 

1 
The dual1sm 1ndividuallinstHutfon. like the dualf sm.? subject1vit y/ 

object1v1 ty, dornfnates crtt1cal journal1sm concerned w1th Wiseman. --

,-
~ - - . -"""-- ...... --
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fhere are a Qu~ber ~f ways, however, in which th1s simple und1alect1cal 

dûalism must be deconstructed fn theoretfcal critique of W1seman's 

films and the1 r receptfon. 
( " .. 

Wiseman does fol1ow ind1v1duals. (An unsystemat1c l1st of "major" 

1nd1v1duals in the films would inc1ud,e: the smoking psych1atr1st, the 

chfef guard. possfbly Vladimir. the articulate "schizophrenie w1th 

p~om1nent paranofd features" (H~fcut Foll1es); t-he Dean of DfsJ:1pHne 
" ' 

(H1gh School); some police off1cers (Law and Orderh Dr. Schwartz 

(Hospital). Hickman~oLt. (then Captain) Richard Hoffman (Basfc Training); 

the Abbott (and a number of other monks. as Essene concentra tes on a 
1 

very small "institution") (Essene); Judge Turner (Juvenile Courth­• the reproduction researéher (Primate)i a few recurrfng clients in 
, 

Welfare). The process of indfviduation occurs m,ore frequently than 

Nfchols', for instance. allows for. 6 N1chol~ 1nt~oduèes funct1onal1st 

narrative models, pr1ncipally Propp's. ~o accoune for fndividuation 
f' ":, 

in Wiseman's films. However, this account s1ts uneasf1y with N1ch91s' 

predominant concern to demonstrate the funda~1~rat1ve 

structure of W1seman's films -- social actors only' perf~nn certain -

l1mited funct10ns in ft series of truncated m1cro-narra~ves. they do 

not attafn to the 1ndividuated' stat~s of the "character oof a f1ct1o~1l1 • ~ .""Ç,.r-. 
", • .. ___ r 

text. Nfchols' usé of funct10naltst narratolog1cal mo els v1t1ate$ 
r ... d ,J \ • 

the \t!ay in whfch the domi'",ant poet1c '{synchronhing. typtca1fsing, 

. generalis1ng) opèrat1ons ~f the film génerate character p~rtrlyals 
, ' 

wh1eh are better ana1ysed a$ "poet1c'~. ~.r a~ least n~n-n,rrAt1ve,~ 
, .' . / 
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• 1 

constructs, although. of course, thfs 1s not to 

characters/1ndividualsjsoc1al actors are structured unifurm y 

throughout the fHms. , . i ~. .' _ • 

\ '~ It 15 eharacterist1c of /TlOst of Wiseman's films that certa1n 
l \ ) " 

1nd1viduâls .are struetur'ed' as c~tral po1~ts l,~.f c;oherence"4 This h 
1 . 

ach1eved in ~~veràl ways: thrO~gh lar~e-sc~Je bfnd1ng trajec tor.i es , • 

protagonhts are "1ntr.oduced", and{reappear'in later, longer. ' 

narrative segments. or are 'the s~bj~ct~of~ an intense sèrfes of 
'''..J .. 

closely al1gned. perhtps sequentfally aligned, s,gmetlts or, as 15 " 
. • l ' 

the case in Juvenile Court, one indfvidual (Judge, Turner)/can- bécome, . 
ta al1 1ntents',and purpose~. the quite cohventional "herQtI of the film. ' 

1'" , . 
To a greater or lesser lextent, individuation 15 1nscribed through the 

l , 

provision of fn,formatfd,n about background, history, fami1:y, etc., 
" 1 ( l ' 1 ~ 1 1 

usual1y through erv1ew or through that 1nd1v1d~1 ~avt"g various 

exposftory raIsin th~ film. ' :' 
~ 1 

, , 1 • _ 

However, the dom1hant mode of ind1~~duati~se~'l upon 

"poet1c", synchrônous operations f~ the fOms.. chféfly t~rough 
• 1 

'typfcal1sat1on. Through typtcalisat1on. the process of 1n4fvf4uatt~ 
l ' 

can emerge in a !!!2!!. powerf~l -way than ,..1n mU~h n.arratfv~ and direct' 

cinema. where, for instance, "stars" stlch as Bob Dylan. Jane Fonda. 

the Stone" are fol1owed. An argume~t eontrary to that of Nichols' 
r'.. ., , CI 

"p.rocesses of 1dent1ficat10n between v1ewer and..~ero/açtorlstafl' that ' 
. , l' 

aceur in most .narrative films'" being sfdestepped 1" Wi1efnaO cln be 
), 
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.made. Kuhn and Nash argue that d1stanciat10n is generated w1th1n 

the star system 1nasmuch as here "the contradictions of natur}'l1st1c 

presentation are both manffested and contain~d, and where 'a dislocation 

an'alogous to epi; acting, separat1ng actor and 'role, 1s man1fested",7 

In contrast to this, doctrines of verite fl1ming l1ke th1s allow. no , 

space between fl1mic _construct and pro~f1lm1c subject: 

The ~ay 1 try 10 make a documentary 15 that 
there' s no séparatfon'between audience wateh1ng 
the film and the e'(.ents in the filllt. It's like 
the bus1ness of get1t1ng r1d of the prpscenfum 
'arch, in the theater.8' 

~ . 
Nichols speaks, of the films operating "like Rorseha~h tests ll9 

, ' 

in which individua} aud1ence rêsppnses are to an extent funetions of 
-( 

recognition, identification, and predispos1tion rather than evaluat10n 
1 

or analys1s. Tf\us. to Kuhn:s lfst of convent10nal "marks of authenticitylllO 
• 

in direct c1nema could be added 'the 1ntroduct10n..,.qf, socfal actor$ in . 
the context of the elaborate s~gn1fication of cont1ngency. The "found" 

nature of social actors and encounters al10ws only sufffcient (synchronie) 

introductfon of individual ba~kgrounds, histories and gestural 
, . 

1d1osyncrac1es to enable them to s1gn1fy withtn Wiseman's films as 

typ1cal persons and encQunters, às aÙus10ns to' a w1der soc1o-pol1t1cal ' 

and cultural real1ty which. however, 15 never spec1f1ed. 

o , 
The assumed cônt1ngency, ot' lact< of control, in these processes . 

15 problemat1c, however; Far from Wiseman part1c1pat1ng in sorne ,k1nd 
~ 

0,1 uncontrolled recordtng of unprocessed real1ty~ there '1s a complexly , . : . 1 
.., • l.. ".j; .. 
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interrelated series of choices_ that ar~ made. Wiseman speal<s of , 

clear criteria in the choice of institution,n and of the 'wider 
• 0 • 

proje.ct,·to plot the "natural history", to find)' cultural spoorsl~ , 

of contemporary Ame ri can life, whf ch i nVo lves its own 1 eve 1 of 

selectivity. The choices being made a1so are designed to evoke the 
o 

, G 

affective respon5e of a shared experience ,or shared lack of experience: 

-: 

1 
Partly because these I<inds of fnsti tutfdns are 
fami11ar ta most viewers and partly because of 
the film's structure, a strong tendency exists 
to read the fi lms 1 ike Rorschach tests in which 
responses are a function of predispositions 

-toward the institution.12 

Arrotheras:pectof individuation 1s revealéd in Nichols' use 
, 

of Propp's hero-complement pair to descrfbe basic' interaction 

sequences in Wiseman: 

~ 

The hero 1s rougl1ly analogous to the fictional 
, hero 1n structural analyses Dut the complement 

15 unlike the f1ctional vf11afn: the complement 
15 the c~aracter necessary for the hero to carry 
out the funçt10ns assigned hfm by the institut­
i ana 1 code .. 13' . ,; 0 

n' 

" ~ \ 
It 15 sign1f1cant that v1rtual1y a11 hero' functfons \in 

1 

Wiseman' are carr1ed out ,by represÉmtatives. of the' institution under 

scrut1n~ The argu~nt that W1s~an 1s~oncerned t~report the 

complexity and .1nterrelatedness of any issue or el1counter14 15 
o -

, vitiated by his clear cOllJll1tment to sftuate Mmself w*!n culé , , -
• 1 -. " 
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institution ~ or one part of one ins~itution. for~Ch fil •. 

-Unavoidably~ therefore, the dominant reality is that circumscribed 

'by this institutional local ei the dominant roles t the "hero-functions"; 

are thbse performed by agents of the institution', not those who are ' 
, , 

Mere "complements". This 1s one implication of the ideolog1cal choke 

to remain within one institutional' locale, Just as the choice of most 

other' direct documentarists to remain within a certain individual's 
, 

soéial matrix cireumseribes and delimits them in specifie ways. 

• B 

. 
There are various dissensions from the general consensus that 

Wiseman's films are to be seen as studies of institutions. Numerou$ 
, 

re~1ews of. the films consist of selections of the most dramatfc 

moments of indiv1duati9n, wh11e McWl11iams'declares straigbtforwardly. 
_ • lit 

.that "to say that a Wiseman fi1.m.fs about' the institution ,or 15 primarfly 

about th~ institution is tb be sUPftrffcial and to ignore the complex1ty 
f . 

of his films" .15 

t 

9ne explanation of this dissension 15 that Wiseman ex~lus1vely 

concentrates on '~a partfcular aspect of institutions • • • - the1r 
, fi f' 

interface or bOlJndar.v w1th society at large". 16 The "basic structural , ' 

, un1t""Mamber says, Cl15 an encounter between an institution employ~ 

and a person he must sérve~ 1117 Give~ obedience to the set of self-1mposed 
~ , , , 
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regulations for "direct" film-work (regulations which, it must be 
) 

emphasised, are strietly conventional), Wiseman's "tactlessness", 

which, N.~chols argues, uallows him not to bÀ ta,ken in by ,instJutional ~ 
rhetoric ll ,18 concentrates exhaustively on th~ overloaded, chaotic. 

highly-charged, space where the insUtution most directly deals with 

the individual. (A reviewer speaks of the films' "power •. , to 

convey at once the chaos of human activity in a society where the 

social machines are perilously over-lbaded. and the makeshift sort 
" 

of order that ca-n sometimes be imposed by sheer force of good wi Il. ") 19 

Wi~~~n dea1s in the drama of· this space, trades on'thè conf1ictual, 
~ , 

the highly affective, the at-times identificatory to the extent of 

Nichols' describing the viewing process~ as ,1I1ike' Rorschach tests". 

AlI this 1s at the service of the presentat~on of individuals and, at 

t1mes. highly chang~d identification with t~em.· 

q 

Over against thfs, a commitment ta analysis of institutions would . . , . 

necessitate apprehension of how institutions, despite their chronic 
. 

overload and chaos (itself an apprehens1o~ derived from the choice of 

l'oeale -~ the interface of institution,and outside fndividual, Wiseman's 

shooting a'nd edit1ng style which 1s often "disorient1ng and claustrophobie". )20 
i 

are "moderated by direct feedbacku21 such that they typ~cal1y enjoy 

great 1,ngevfty and lock together in powerful inter-supportive instit­

utional "unit1es". 22 Such. analysis would perforee focus on the 

'~:fstor1cal context of any institution. over agafnst the synchron:tcity 

of Wiseman's accounts. 
\ 
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. lA conmitment to an analysis of ins:itutions, and their inter';'" 

relationshfps, must he further examined in the light of Wiseman's 

commitment to filming from the ideologica1 space of observer, bystander, 

11stener, vfewer. This space 1s rendered ideo10gfcal,by its centering, 
~ , 

channe1ling, all materfal t~OU9h. the individua1 perceiving su,bject, 

who thus becomes the ArchJrledean point of perception. Th c ld 
"' ..... ;. 

be thought' that an, institution 1s amenable to "analys 

can be questiohed on two grounds. 
r 

, As Brec~ put it, the social forces and relations in institutions 

cannot be apprehemte~lthrOUgh the dfsp1ay of images of them, the 
( 

PhottgraphY of them; for str.uctures of social relations to be uncovered 

would require analysis, not simp1y representation. 23, 

Moreover, the guarantee for the maintenance of the realist 

111usion of the construction of characterisation was fundamentally 

the 1 c6ÎIi c presencé of the 'actor. There 15 no para 11 el guarantee for 

the del1very to the,,'screen of the presence of institutions. Wiseman J 
fs thus work1ng w1thjn th1s cqR}plex tension, that he 15 empl,?ying 

, { ._- -

varfous ensembles of establ1shectrhetor1ca1 codes. among these befng 

sorne of whf ch are fundaPlènta l : ,the ma 1 ntenance of the s!>ace of ~ 
,- .. -1 

ind1viduati~n and visual spectacle, and he 15 usfng these modes ta 

~analyse" institutions which by definition are trans,ind1vidual 'and 

res1st analysfs thr.ough visualisation a10ne; 
{ 
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This 1s exemplified in the tension between the leveT of 

generalit~ and typicality connoted by the titles of W1seman's films. 

and the specificity ins1sted on by the repeated rhetoric of the films 
• 

that this is merely what "I" have seen. Consider the case of Law and 

Order. It 1s perfectly c1ear, from the numerous interviews Wiseman 

has given that he has "learnt" to eschew tendentiousness of any kind. 

The process of filming. for him. 1s a discovery procedure. in which. 

hope~-1Y~-a11 preconceptions are modif1ed. Law and Order 'does not 

Shot anything of the politieal funet10ning of the police (despite the 

film being shot in the spr1ng of 1968. directly following the Chicago 
'1 

Democratie Cbnvention). simply because nothing like that happened 

during his perfod of filming in Kansas City: 

1 went ta shoot Law and arder r1ght after the 
public rioted at the Democratie Convention in 
Chicago. It seemed to me a golden opportunity 
ta "get" the cops by showing haw they beha;yed 
like "pigs". But aft-:r r rode around for a f 
days (and eventually for more than 400 hour 
1 realfzed what a simple. naive vfew that was. 
The police are no d1fferent from the rest of us. 
The film dealt more with what people do to each 24 
other, the behaviour that'makes police necessary. 

~he question of the choiee of city ta film in. and of the 

level of the institution to focus on, are questions which render 
, ~. 

such observationism problemat1c. The film could not buJVb~ concefved 
., 

as an~apologia, by default as ft ~ere. as a result of the film's \ ~ 

refusal ta admit of any __ poss1ble a1tern~tfve perspective beyond ' 
" indiv1dual1sed and 1d1osyncratic observationfsm, and its effective 
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d1savowal of the h1stor1cal and polit1cal context of 1ts production. 

It 15 "effectively" a di5avowal because ethere 1s a gesture towards 
-

the politfcal in the f11m ' s use of the rhetoric of the election 

campaign Nixon was conducting at the tfme -- IIl aw and order ll 
-- seen 

1n both the title of the film and a150 in the ~1sjunct and seemingly 

(or operatfonally) exfa-d1egetic penul,timate sequen~e in the film 

where we see Nixon del1vering part of this election rhetoric: "ft's 

about time that peop) 1n government work ~o re-estab11sh respect 

for 1 aw and arder. Il n the context of this film, these remarks can . . 
only funct10n to suggest that a~ analys1s of thê~~lit1cal funct10n 

of the police 15 an appropriation of their essent1al1y huma"e and 

mundane role. 

Cons1der the argument of Mamber concern1ng the level of 
1 

generalisation in Law and Order: 

Law and Order, and all subsequent Wiseman films, 
do seek through structure to lead an audience to 
more general evaluat10ns ••• each sequence, by 
being out of chronolog1cal t1me. relates to others 
only through the accumulations of information 
about the 'event itself. through themat1c rather 
than dramatic connections. Taken out of time. 
the films become less journal1stic ••• the 
non-chronologica.l structure argues that'law and 
Order is a film about the polfce and not a film 
about the Kansas City Police ••. Another 
element fnvolved in the way Wiseman' s films are 
structured as general arguments • • • has ta do 
w1th the nature of the institution under invest­
igation ••• In the case of the police. ' •• 
people do have certain pre-existing notions 
that they will certa1nly br1ng to the fflm. In 
other words, Wiseman concerns h1mse 1 f w1 th sUbject 
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matter already in the public consciousness. 

Finally, in th1s regard, and perhaps most 
1mportantly, the absence of personality orientation 

ois a major element in extending the level of 
argument. 25 , 
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Mamber's argument exemplifies Wiseman's prablematic as we have 

presented it with regard to ind1v1duals and institutions: Wise~ 
attempts ta, analyse institutions, but from the (classical1y peJspectival) 

perspect1ve of one controlling. ob.ervlng. 1ndlv1dual. Becouse that~ 
1ndiv1dual perspective 1s rendered non-contradictory. nan-participatory. 

outside the process. and therefore outside th .. histor1cal process of 

the institution. of institutions .(1nclud1ng the c1nematic institution 

of signification. of production of meaning) the only way th1s analys1s 

of institutions ca~ be aeh1eved 1s by s1m11arly rendering the institution 
c 

synchron1cal1y. as outs1de h1story, the process of 1ts specifie 

htstory. 
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Notes , 

1 Annette Kuhn. tlThe Camera 1" •. p. 71. 
,,;, 

2 Quoted ln Stephen Mamber. 'Th~ New Documentarles of FrjerlCk 

Wiseman", Cinema. 6, No. 1. p. 39. 

3 Mamber discusses this in detail in A Tribute to Frederic~ Wiseman. 

pp. 9-11, and Cinema Verite in America. pp. 234~40. 

4 Joseph Morgenstern t "probing the Kafkaesque World of We1faré< 

The New York Times, September 21.1975. 

'", , 5 Mamber, Cinema Verite in America. p. 218. 

6 Characters, as represented by social actDrs. carry 
out,funetions and thereby give ind1v1dual1ty to 
the agent types. but this relationsh1p 1s not locked 
1nto a Single mold. there are many characters. but 
there 15 no 'Istar". The procedes of identification 
between viewer and hero/actor/star that occur in 
most narrative films are side-stepped. as well as 
the ideological consequences of fusing these three 
dfstinct realms 1nto one seemingly coherent image. 

N1chols also quotes Marx's "The human essence 15 no abstraction, 

inherent in each single individua1. . It its real1ty 1t 1s ,the 
, 

ensenble of the social relations" as typifying Wiseman's approach 

to individuals. N1chols. "W1seman's Documentar1es". pp. 19, 21. 

7 Annette Kuhn and Mark Nash. "Editor1al ll
, Sereen. 19, No. 2 

(Summer 1978) p. 5. 

8 Wiseman. interview w1th John Graham. "There are no simple 

solutions". in Freder1ck Wiseman, ed. Thomas R. Atk1ns. pp. 44-45. 

This 1s not to deny that other, contrad1ctory emphas1s in Wiseman's 
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statements regarding 'the distanced, crit~cal, evaluat1ve stance. 

encouraged for the audience. Wiseman,al1eges ta invite both 
, ,-

liempathetfc identification, "no distance". and dfstanced critica11ty. 
1'1<, ' -

,,' /9, Nichols, "Wiseman's Documentarfes", p. 16 • 

. " ln See above, Chapter 3. -

. ~ l.,.~.9:. in the case of H1gh SChao~, the choice of what was 
, ~ 1 • 

cons1dered to be a "good" school: Wiseman, in Rosenthal. New Documentary, 

p. 70. 

12 Nichols, "Wiseman's Documentaries", p. 16. 

13 N1chols, "Wiseman's Documentaries", p. 19. ~ . 

14 e.g •• Donald E. McWllliams. "Frederfck Wiseman", Film Qùarterl,k:, 

24. ,No. 1, p. 20. / 

15 McWill1ams, "Wiseman", p. 23. l 

16 Nfchols. "Wiseman's Oocumentar1es". p. 20. 

n'Mamber. Cinema Verite in America. p. 217. 

! 18 Nichols, "Wiseman's Oocumentarfes". p. 16. 

19 David Robinson. The (London) Times, quoted in Z1DPorab Films 

promotfonal nèWSpaper. 
20 Ellsworth, Freder1ck wfsemafl. p. 7 • 

. 21 Nichols. "Wiseman's Documentaries". p. 19. 

22 cf. ~'No theor1sts of the state, Marx1st or non-Harx1st, beforè 
• 

or after Hegél. can effect1vely account for what 15 regarded as ft~ 

most deffnftfonal charaeterist1c, i.e .• fts unfty." Geoffrey Nowel1-

Smith. "In a State". Sereen Education No. 30. p. 9. 
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23, The crux of the matter" 15 that true realism 
has to do more than Just make rea11ty recogn1zable 
in the theatre. One has to be able to see through 

, ft too. One h~s to be "able to see the l,aws that 
dec1de how the processes of l1f~ develop. These 
laws can't be spotted by the camera. Nor,can they 
be spotted if the audience only borrows 1t5'heart 

\ from~ne'of the characters 1nvolved • 
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. . 
Bertolt Brecht, The Mess1ngkauf Dialogues (Lendon: Eyre Methue~. 1965) 

p. 21. 

24 Wiseman. intErview, '1n Freder1ck Wiseman. ed. Thomas 'R. Atkfns. 

p. 49. , 
25 Mamber. Cinema Verite 1~ America. p. 221 • 
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Chapter 6 

Titicut Follie,s" 

A 
" 

." . 
'" "fUicut Foll ies 1s a rather "cl.\ypica,l" work of Wiseman. It 

" ~ 

1S""lmdoubtedly the most propagandistic Wiseman film. What follows . , ' 

15' not an. attempt to display the "1d~osyncrasies" of-11ticut FOl1fes, 

1 n rel a ti on to the res t ôf Wi seman 1 S work, but to exam1 ne sorne ,QL ,0"' 

f ,,..,M~,,,,\,,,"",~~~_,~~f' "'~ ... " _ .~ ~ ~ ~~_,~, ~,~ ",< _'"'~,~ ,._t"' ,~ .... ,,, 

the filmls characteristic strategies (some of which ar~ to be found in 
, . 

--r 

'. other films) wh'ich. in relat1c)Oo to lat~r film~. and direct cinema fri 
; , 

general, take on partieular signifieance. L '. . /.: ... 

Several cr1t1cs have noted approv1ngly that such propagand1s1ng 
1 

, 

1 

has ~een d1splaced in the later films by a greater 'subtlety and balance; ~ 

by, more I:open" ed1t1ng str.ategies, producing longer films witfl h1gher 

propor:-t10ns of long scenes, eaçh w1 th the1 r own 1 ntegr1 ty and ( 

complexity. produc1ng exemplary'Baz1n1!tn "democrat1c'" cinema. Thus, 

Namber refers to: 

.., 
a, structural diff1culty Wiseman had!yet to resolve~ 
an interesting problem from a cinema-verite point 
of v1ew because fts solution has led him towards 
a more comp~ete refusal to judge his mater;al, ) 
wh1ch. in turn, has resulted in structures al1ow1ng 
mor~ openness to audience 1nterpretat1on • ••• ~ 

" W1seman!s refusal to work in this ve1n in subsequent 
films places him more squarely w1thin a cinema-verite 
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tradition ..... gfving h1s later work a 
.quality much more of information gather1ng 
than of p~fnt proving .•.• 

Titicut Follies. then, 1s well on the way 
toward a structure able to deal wfth the 
complexity of institutional relationships 
but still exhibitfng tendencies of over­
control. which Wiseman later reduced con­
siderably.l 

In contradistinction to the normative lthat cinema verite 
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should exhibit a certain "openness". "uncont~ol/( or whatever). 

teleàlogfcal (that Titicut Fol1ies 1s to be.read through the later 
, , 

films) evaluations of Manber, there wfl1 here~ be a concentration on, 

this,film as a hfghly significant work within and against the 
, 

conventions of the direct cinema "genre", on its mode of producing 

"didacticism" or ."point prov1ng" rathèr than the assumed factfc1ty 

of such a judgement. Titicut Foll fes mfght be, to the contrary "­

perha~s. a "br1l11a~t work' ~f art",2 "a .classic of American. doc~entary 
ff1rmrakfng,,3, but to remain withfn a purely evaluative framework 

, • M 

(whether negative or positive) is not to advance the read1ng of this 
"-

J 

film' i'n terms of i ts conjunctJ ORS and disjunct1ons, wHhf n the prob lemati c 
" 

of direct cinema. its "narrative" econOll!y and the arrest of osuch economy.f> 

the investment in the priv11eg1ng look of thé camera and the d1sruption 

of such prfvll~ge. In sorne sense, Titfcut Fallies ti 'a l1m1t case' 

w1thin direct cinema -- testing 1t9 l1m1ts, 1ts disavowals, 1ts 
" 

ecaRomy. 

---, f ' 
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IIh;lè the foi1ow.~ng analysis of the malnten.n~ nd dlsru~ c t 

of a certain narrative economy in T1tfcut Follies doe ~er in 
~ , ~ 

deta11 into the debate in film theOry4 around quest 

and oth~t'ttttt ions of tex tua 1 Il space", it does r 

its condftio.ns, and attempts an applicatibn of them'to the fHm. Thus,l ~ 
" 

on -the one hand, there~must be recognition of the dangers of fa111ng 
~ . 

, 

into such notions as :'foregrounding" as guarantor of a certain modem1st . 
1 • l ., 1 

,deconstruction. The -attention ta foregrounded moments in Tit1cut Follies 1 

1s not ta valorise! 'fheJflm's possible advanced complexity or self- ' 
, " ./ • ..)"i\,. 

• D ... p' < ~ 

reflex1an. but to c1te"1nstanc~ of dis~ers10n~and d1sruptfon within 
... ~....... . , 

th1s film and th1s fi1m'~ generfc and historica'l contexts -- the-

. doc .... ntar;~ri.: t~e s';'-g~nre clne-.er1t~ •. the prop.\"ndistl~ , 

text, W1seman's oeuvre. On the other hand, there 1s a concom1tànt danger 

, .. 

, . 
of '.'undervalufng" fi1m~ which do not exhi~it· such dispersal. '''decQnstructiOh". 5 

t 1 '-'10-

To accéPt, sucti,.n,w versions pf cr1tic~1 judgement'would be ta 
" . 

fai1 to come' appropr1ately to terms with the relat10n of Tft1cut 
. . '.' (. , , 

Foll1es ta t~e other films, of Wiseman, to m1srecogn1se the propagand1s1~g 

of Tit1cut Fotl,1es wh1èh 15, in' the course of the e)\actment of an 

inversion within the pr~c'of I1beralism, renounced for r1gorous 
,~ ~ ", . 

observat1on1sm. le~'S ,:i~1tation ;~,j'morNnf-<Lrmation~6 It would also 
,; ,f!'!> (1 ~ l)C--___ 1 

\,t • .. ---- ~ 

be ta. fail to account for the l~ter films 1n th&ir own specific1ty. 
,.. _ ... "..; CI '\> 1> f f 

which includes var10us réappropriat1ons of Tfticut Follies~ strat~g1es: 

for instance, the use of ~ableaux. sereens withfn screenSi the intra-

'0 Bndextra-d1eget1c use of sOJlg~ 
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This 1s thé context 1n-which·the gest (or set-piece, table~u, 
" , 

·or Brecht's soc1al gest) takes 1ts perthlènce. "The tableau-space 

•.. i5 intolerable in 1t5 part1cular fixity,,7- when fnscribed wfthin . 

the terms laid down early in cinema's h1story o~ the cent~alfty of 

movement: 

, 0 

the- transitions thus èffected [of movement w1thin 0 

the shot, of shot to shotJpose acuteJy the, 
problem of the film1c construction o( space, of 
aCh1,(!vfng a coherence of place and pos1tfoning 
the spectator as the ~nified and un1fying subject 
or 1ts vision. It, 1s this process of construction, 
fnde~d, whfch 15 often- regarded as the power 
of cinema, and as defin1ng the overall real1ty of 
fl1m. 8 . 

-The gest, the "dfstanced" gesture. 15 not to be- equated with. 

or reduced ta merely a tecbn1que or strategy in whfch marks tof pr:o<luct10n " 

or author1ng presence 15 inscr1bed in the text (a "technfque .... of self­

reflexiv1ty whfch "present~N a text's own p~ocesses of production).9 

It is an 1nterruption10 of ,the action Ind flow of the drame, of the 0 

performance, and an uncover1ng or "maktng strange" of conditions 

î ' ~~ .--(eondttfOnsbe1rig a te"" wh,ich resfsts an easy collapse 1nto "form" and 
-----

1 

1 C-\ l 

f 
l 
1. 

"content", "textual" and ·social" levels)~ The gest, the -quotable", . . 

wh1ch 1nterrupts i 5 not inerely- a formal techn1crue. a "transgress1,on" , for 

instance, w1thfn conventions of. f11mie space or t'fme: or pt1vileged' 
, ' 
. 

metatextual intervention, and 1$ not dc:me front a position beyond the 
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- '~ " 
text's own problemattd (as, for 1ns~ancet a voice-over, extra-diegetic 

tj 

positioning" ~ou1d be in Wiseman)., Indeed, it is quite possible for 

the gest1c materiat to be recuperated within a more tr~dltional mode 
, 1 / '-

of reading. Rather, it 1s "going all thè way in the representation", , 

sa that "r~presentations are shawn 'and dfstanced, seized in the complex 

of r~aHty and.atti~ude t~ey produce". l1 This 1s, then, the'approach 

_ ta what is ta be constitu,ted as gest in Titicu't Follies. an approach· 
1 . 

which recognises the terms of Heath's doubt·regarding formal 

decons1:ruçtive operations, in film texts or criticism as "an aesthetics 
l' 

of transgression" and t'he need for theori sation of, and attention to, 

work "~t the l~its of narrat;.vè ~itllin the narrative film [and the 

l1mits of doJùme~ary withi ~ 'the documentary], at the 1 imits of its 

f1cti.O~~ 9f ~nit~<'12 "The work of gest, or the setfpiece, in' Tit1cut 
, ~ . 

Fo'll1esj' then, is not ta be see~ as moments of excess or typical1sation. 
. \ ~; 

,\,but, on the contrary. aS\~~alectically in I)tension wfth the fl1m's 

inscription of reali st and bi,nding operations. This 1 15 not to say • . , 

however, that 5uch disruption works uniformly throughout the film --
.' . 

there 1s a marked heterogene1ty in ,its operation. 

This work of gest will now be examined in ~he context of a 
~ 

number of segments in Tit1cut Folli!§. 
o ---

'If ~ , 

"Titiéut Folliés" Revue (Se~ ApDend1x 2). These are the segments 
6 • .. • "'" \' . , 

in which the revue "Titfcut FollJes" ap'pèars. The segments .from the .. . 
, (' 

revuè are placed 'strictly s~etr1cal1y (at~his level of sfmplé 
,~ 

.\ 

-, 

" .r--.... 
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s,Yllllletricality, they are similar to other "book-end" devices 

, in .Wiseman, such as 'the identical opening and closing shots in 

Juvenile Court) as first and last segments in the film. Addition~lly 

tpe songs' lyric~ in each segment act mimètically -- the first 

segment is from the opening number of the revue' "Strike üp the Band" 

filOn with the Show"}; the last, from the finale ("Sa long for now, 

It's time to go")~ Jhi~ placing of the revue, however, is an over­

determined gesture toward a reading of the film itself as a show, a 

production, by its overt appropriation of the revue's 5ymmetry at 
, ~ 

the leve~ of filmic II performance". Thus, a reviewer 'can say: "At 

the very end Bridgewater's temporary entertainers appear o~ce again -
Cf 

50 that if we wis~, if we can, everything that went on 'iri-between' 

can be forgotten,1I13. The placing of the Follies revue proffers the' 
" film as entertainment, as spectacle. Thus~ it is able to work as an 

illusionis~,binding, device, but displayed as such, projecting onto 

the film, prospectivelyand retros,pectively, an imaginary chronology..-­

of opening and final~ -- thus putting the question of the relation 

between intra-diegetic (the revue) and ext~a-diegetic levels (the film 
1 \ 

~s/Performance). Given the achronological relations obtai~ing between 

segments of the whole film, this imaginary chronology affects an 

important displacement of the tendency to read achronology in Nichols' 

or Mamber's fa~h1on -- as a basis for typicalisation. generalisation, 

poeticalisation.1,4. Instead, it establishes the possibility of a reading 

of the fi lm as a "~~X~i th its own p~oferred expropr1ati'on of th,~ revue. 

This i5 not to say that~ronology cannot or does not opera te in ways ' 

o 
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like those Nichols or Mamber suggest in the films, but that the two 

-- predominantly achroriqlogical intra-diegetic relations and an 
, ' ' 

"ima~inary" chronology ~t the extra-diegetic level -- are juxtaposed 
i 

dialectically: a type of montage at the level of the textual tltotalism". 

The operation of mimesis in this segment is supported by 
o 

camera articulation -- most of shots 1-3 and 164 and all of shot 59 
" 

are shot excluding the audience of the revue, the diegetic audience. . 

This is therefore similar to the image-within-an-image trope of 
" 

filming a te1evision screen, for example, such that its frame "matches" 

the film's frame. The two audiences are thus. textually, rendered 

"equidistant"; an example" therefore, of performance which includes 

the film'~ audience. This articulation throws into sharp relief 

the fundamental convention of direct cinema, that there is not to be 

'performance for the camera. Interesting1y enough, it does not do it 

as a breaching of this convention to signify excess and affective 

release from convention (this would only resignify the effective obedience .. 
to the code. its confirmation through momentary transgression -- MacCabe's 

"moment" of subversion) as 1s the case, for example, in the psych1atr1st's 

addressing of the film crew in Hospital after hfs intense frustratfon 

with his telephone exchange with Mi,ss Hightower:(Ellsworth, sh~t 143). 

The convention hat there be no direct address, that single dieges1s 
1 

be normat1vely m nta ed, 1s not broken here at all. 'Rather, the code 

1s dfsplayed in its r~lation with its masked ideological basfs, namely, 

that' there be no aCknowledgement of audience. By its "matching" of 

the two audiences. ft strategically col1ap$es levels of the t~xt, which-, 
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for the integrity of a realist construction, must be read as' • 

separable. 

Final1y, the revue signifies different relations within the 

institution, given its Ifoutlandjsh" presentation of sexual bravado, 
! 

contesti ng the representat1~n ofse~a li ty in the vu 1 gar Freudiani sm 

'which 1s the dominant psychiatrie model 1n the institution -- the __ 

women flipping their skirts. exposing themselves. This 1s held. " 

however, with1n a resignification of control -- the chief warder still 

d!rècts the show, and still retains his fat collection of cell keys 

on hfs belt throughout. 

Such' segments of the film as the "Foll ies" revue have attracted .. 
highly divergent responses from the~film's critics: on the one hand, 

For a11- the fuss that was made over Marat-Sade, 
the self-consciousness of that representation 
of life in a 19th century French madhouse 
diminished 1t5 force. It was always careful 
at dangerous moments .to remind us of its 
artificiality, of the fact that these were just ' 
actors miming craziness and not to worry about 
them. l ' 

There are no such easy out.s- fo( us in Titicut 
Foll iés.15 ' / ") 
o 1 

/ -
i 

and on the 'other, 

Tft1cut'Fol1ies takes its name from a var1ety show 
performed 6y the i nmates and guards. Ni seman 
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uses acts from the Follies as opening and 
closing sequences. also cutting back to ft 
at other times during the film. The unnatural 
theatricality of the scenes ~ermeates the 
rest of the film. Again, th s is a tendency 
that Wiseman keeps under control in his later 
films. 16 
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This wide divergence is symptomatic of the ,dffficult inscription 

of theatricalitY. song, dance in the film. Any analysis of such 

1nstr1ption must also take account of the "diffic~1t study" 17 of 

literalfsation or fntratextuality spoken about by Benjamin regarding 

Brecht's use of song, placard, wrftten text. 

"-

Heath suggests an apparent p,~x egarding theatricalfty 

in film. On the one hand, film'~ decisfv "uni'queness" was held 

by Bazin ,and others ta be the fllimitation of the "impression of ,realfty" 

through the articulation of movement and sace within the shot and 

across shots. and thfs IIfreedom ll was a freedom from theatrical conventions. 

One way to contest thfs classfc ideology of the cinema has b~~O 

restate cfnema's own limitations through theatrfcal1sation: Il In 
i 

other words. one mode of distanciation in film has,often, and centrally, 

been the exact reference to ·theatre.,,18 
. 

? 
The "urnatural theatricality" of Tit1c!Jt Fol1fes, -wfth its revûel 

extensive use of song and the "performances" of fnmates in front of 
, 

the camera, Is exemplary in these tenms of distanciation. placing the 

film in a partfcularly unsettled relation with mafnstream direct cinema, 

, 
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and with other films of Wiseman. It 1S arguable that,1n thfs 

fl1m,.gest 15 Brecht' s "social gest" more consistently than in any 

other film. 19 It is the "social" implications of discourses of power, 

dom1~ation and control, inc1udfng those specific,to cinema"that are 

• presented most productively, rather than gests which exempl1fy personal 
o 

or fd10synO"atic states, as Brecht argued the merel~ expressive gest 

did. 

wPerformance ll {See Appendix 3}. An elderly inmate makes his only 

"appearance" 1n the film here. He a'Ppears 1eft of centre 1n m1d-s~ott 

to the right of centre and in t~e upper corner is a tel~vis10n screen , 
with Nana Mouskourf s1ngin9. A split-sereen "effeet" is ereated due 

ta the darkened background and foreground, with the fnmate lit frontally. 

The split-sereen effeet can be read ta mainta1n d1eget1c continufty; 

as a darkened TV room, with the sereen placed high above the viewers, 
1 

and the inmate at the front of the room. This 1s supported by the 

passing of another figure between the foreground and background of the 
, 

- image, thus establish1ng certain spatial relations, and by the 

subsequent shot, '43, where these relations are conf1nmed. How~ver. 
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th15 1s less im~rtant than the initial extreme d1fficulty in establ1sh1ng 

vraisemblable spatial relations. 

The mise-en-seine of the image" ean be read as a series of 
, , 

reversals and paradoxes: the TV monitor image 15 self-contained. a 
- J..b---

specular image. twfce-an-1mage (and thus works s1m11arly to the monitor 
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JI' 
showing "admission procedures" in shot 35), yet 1t contains the 

well-known. the fami1iar. the presentable, the image of Nana Mouskouri. 

The unfamiliar; unpresentable, occupies the foreground, however, the 

image of an elderly inmate (and presumably a long-term res1dent). The 

. famil i ar ; s rendered unfami1 i ar -- specul àr t 'twi ce-removed. her gaze 

(strangely for a television performance) directly off-right, not 
0' 

engaging the tel~visfon audience. engaged 1'11 masking the performance 

by not acknowledgfng the audience. The unfamiliar, unacceptab1e, 1s 

rendered fam11iar. The inmate âd~r~sses the camera dfrectly, de1fver1ng 

hfs lfnes in full ac~n~Wledgement of its character as perfo~aDfe by 

his jocu1ar gestures to the camera -- his "tricks" of wi9glirig-;.fs 

ears and eyebrows, w1nk1n9, glancing twice to his left in some 
, 

acknow1edgement of a double audience, situated out of sight of the 

film 1 saud i ence and thus in another space. He capes wi th severa 1 

levels of performance and receptfon far more subtly than Nana, whose 

space 15 the convent1onal and closed space ~of the pro~essiona1 performer. 

o 

The songs sung âre a1so pertinent. The inmate s1ngs songs 'of 

the 1I 0utside", of reverfe and fantasy ("Ch1natownll
) and" of happiness 

("Sunsh1ne tl
). (Places outs1de the institution are often mentfoned in 

songs and conversation -- Chicago. Budapest, Pittsburgh. "Chinatown" "­

whl1e the only poss1b111ty presented f~ the fflm of actual1sing such 

exter1or1ty 15 at death, or wh1le mourning death (Ellsworth, shots 159-62). 

However, he delivers them off-handedly, , distanced frOOl their "promise" 
~ 

and "des1re". In contrast. Nana' s performance 1s one of involvement 

} 
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and identification, not irony and dfstance." He 1s merely "perform1ng" 

and this awareness 1s integral to his perfonnance. The content of 

Nana 1 s song, however , i 5 of a quite di fferent arder. the theme words 

of which are "I love Johnny, but he never knew". The sçmg l s deali ng 

with romance, sexuality and obsess~on would guarantee a certain 

dubiousn,e~s in the context of the asylum. given the dogmat1c vulgar 

Freudianism wh1ch acts hegemonical1y in the 1nterpretation of behavf,our. 

Instead. in the context of the television performance. 1t 1s the 

convent1onal "love song" and con'ffrms the singer as romant1c, acceptable. 

mov1ng. The 50ng 1s double context. that of televfs1'on and of Ttt1cut 

Follies. ra1ses the question of d1fferent1~J institutional structuring 

of reality and the enforcement which governs such inequitable structurfng._ 

This single shot. in 1t5 relations with the film, raises a num~er 

of quest10ns'concerning itself. the film as a whole. the profl1m1c 

event. It1s one of the very rare exp11cftly d1rect addresses in W1seman. 

It poses the relation between thfs film1s work and that of the work of 

telev1sion "enterta1nment". which 1nclud~s the respective posft10ning î 
. of audiences. Bath the lyrics and manner of presentation of the respectfve 

songs of the two crooners unsettle the questfon of nomali'ty and abnormal1ty 

-- the inmate can cfêarly cope with a far more complex, 1nterweave of 

-,-------~evels of real1ty than the professfonal perfomer.\ 

" 

Force-feedfng (See Append1x 4). This segment. the force-feeding and 
\. 

flash-forward sequence, 1s uniqu~ in Wiseman. It 15 a rfgoroùs, __ 
1 

"'-...-~-...." 
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/ 

use 'of E1senste1n1an 1t1ntellectual montage" w1th the possible 

qua lification that Efsenstefn's use 0'1 1ntellectual montage articul ated 

spatially disparate (though still diegetically conti nuous) el ements. 

whereas here Wiseman articulates temporal1y disparate elements. pro­

po~1ng a detafled com~ar1son between the two situations: 

Force-feedfng 

unshaven 
surrounding noise 
tears in eyes 
dr1nk1ng 
into cell 
naked. except for a cl oth 

over genitals ~ 
predomi nantly mid- and l n9-

m1d-shots 

Preparation of corps~ 

, shaven 
silence 
dry1 ng the eyes 
shaving 
fn.to fr1dge 
clothed. well presentable 

predominantly close ups and 
extreme close-ups - _ 

Mamber agafn cr1tfcises this sequence as "ed1torial edit1ng 

of a crude sort",21 yet its such exp'1cit work of interruption of 

d1egetic flow together with an equally "d1rect" inscr1pt1on and 
~ .' 

recognition of the vart'ous looks marks ft as an important disruptive 

gest. There 15 radical condensation of modal1t1es of the look. Neither 
o 

the m1d-shot ~ most nâtural1 sed shot articulation, and therefore 

the least easl1y read as voyeurfstic), nor the close-up in th1s sequence 

fs treated ~s innocent of 1ropl ication. of the structur1ng presence of 

camera and v1ewer. The camera in mid-shot pans a1009 the body of the 

. inmate as he 15 prepared for force-feed1ng. a cloth 15 laid over h1s .-- ---' ~ 

gen1tats and eyes .... to protect hfm and hfs "pr1vates" from w~at. the 

camera? (shots 87. 91); extreme close-ups of the inmate both al1ve and 

--
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de ad precipitate a collapse of âny, "decorurfi", which fs strengthened 

by the flash-forward intercuts being introduced in extreme c1ose-up. 
1 

1n medfas res'-- 'not until shot 90 (the seventh shot of the flash-forward 

group),'and then shots 93 and 95. 1s there a shot wider than an extr~e 
, - / 

close-up. There 1s thus an ,initial impossibll ity of clearly estab1~shfng 

the context "of these flash-forwards, an impossibil1ty which 1ures the 

gaze and then satiates ft with a "linger1ng over horrors". 22 Further, 

~n~ra-diegetic looks are dhplaced by the "fourth look", 'the look of the 

camera: the eyes of the inmate ,are covered, the psychiatrist glances 

furtfvely at the camera. the long pan left down the body of the irJnate 
• 

leads to a tilt to direct gaze inta the camera of a guard restraining the 

. inmate. 

o Interrogation and Incarceration (See Appendfx 5). These sequences 

directly fol1ow the opening segment. One set of segments i s of inmates 

undressing and dressing in institutionai un1fornli the other 1s'.an 

, interview by the psychiatrist wi th a sex offender wno has oresumably 

just been admitted. The most obvfous result of ed1t1ng these segments 
. 

together i s to enact a comparison between the psychiatrist 15 d1scourses 
" ' 

\ of domination as he "undresses" the intery1ewee PSYCh010g~ca11y and 

)h~ phys 1 ca l undress1 ng of the i nmates: 

Psychi atrfst' asks how many times fnmate masturbates 
a day or a week. 
Inmate: Somet1mes three Urnes a day. 
Psychiatrist: That' s too much . • •• What aré you 

1nterested in, big breasts or sman 
, /'breasts? 

1., 

1 
1 
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tnma te: 1 nèver thought of i t. 
Psychiatri st asks about homosexua 1 experi.ence •. 

, , 

Inmate re 1 a tes two such experi e~ces. 

However, editing of this sequence breaks the, neatness, the 

balance of this reading. by -e~cessively reinforcing·1t with non­

discursiVe elements breaking the "10gfc" of the, interview. The inmate 
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, then 1 through editing,' he has a prison 

sh1rt on. The possible ength of the interrogation 1s thus expl icit1y 

amb1guous. Further, the actual tone and direction of the psychiatrist's 

questioning chang~s markedly .- the fnquiring becomes inquisit1ve 

and th en positive1y inquJsitoria1, ~he breaks marked 'bY edftfng. 

At the hefghtO of this verbal violence, at shot 21, the psychiatrist 
, . , , 

poses a question which 1s not answered by the inmate, but Ilby" another 

inm«lte i,n a disjunct space, presumabl)l that of the admitting room. " . . 
The fnmatè stammers v101ent1y and al'!l0st in~oherently -- a perhaps 

1 appropriate react10n to the psych1 atrist 1 s voyeurfst1c violence':'''''I . 
'told the doctor before 1 came here 1 didn' t want my ba 11 s taken outta " roM 
me." 

Finally, through shot articulation ~nd mise-en-sc!ne in shots 

32-35. there 1s further disruptive ins'cr1ption of the look of the 

camera. and its complicity ~n the system of 1nstitutionalised ~oyeur1sm. 

(It should be emphasfsed here that such inscription of compli city 

1s a parti al answer to the several' charges that Titicut Fol11es simply 

'.-
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trades on a certain voyeurfst1c shock val~e, or invades pr1vacy.)23 

The camera, ·in a long take, fol.lows (discreetly) behind the figures 

of the. sex o ffe tISer , w~o f s now naked, and a guard. The i mate i s 

very short, t~e guard 1s quite tal1i the guard tossles the 1nmate l s 
J , 1" 

/ 

ha1r and appears ta take him by the hand as he "looks Mm over 'L
, and 

-
leads h1m past a monitor sereen and into a solitary confin~nt cell. 

" . 
The \~mer.a ~ilts fo:the .• mon1~!stu~ing: Jn a similar fash10n ta 

shot-42,. ta another ~mage Of~~sSion. It then tracks u~ 
to the door of ~ cell as 1 t 1~ .closed, and to the observation~hole 0 

. , 
in the door. This diegf}tical1y constrùcted lris-shot, a type of dev1ant 

point-of-v1ew shot.24 1s a dar1ng trope for the voyeur1st1c gaze of 

the camera. 

\. 
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14 Mamber himself recognfses that Titicut Follies\ does not 
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generalfse in, the way more "typical ll direct cinem,a does. Cinema Verite 
. . 

in America, .pp .. ~O-l.. ~ 

15 ," 
. Richard Schickel, !'The Fr1ghtf.u1 Follies of" Bedlamll

, L ife, 
'1.1 -

/J December 1, 1967. 
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...... ~ 

17 BertJamin, "What 1s Epic Theatre?", p. 3. 

18 Hea~h. uLèssons from Brechtn, pp. 116-7. , 

19 Brecht, "On ~estic Music", ,in Brecht on Theatrè, ed. 'John 'W111e~t Q 

(New York: Hill and Wang, 1964), pp~ 104-6. 
20 . 

See Appendi ~ 5. 

~,1 Mamber, Ci nema Verite in Ameri ca. p. 219. 

22 'David BrolTftllich, "Documentary Now", Dissent, October, 1971., 

23 .See Ellsworth~ Frederick Wiseman, pp. 17618. 

24 See -.8.ranigan, "Formal Permutations of the POint-of-View Shot",' 

Sereen, 16, No. 3 (Autumn 1975), p. 57. 
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Appendices 

) 

These append i ces, s hot 01 i s ts of severà1 segments of' 
.. 'il r':) 

, . \ 
Titfcut Follies. are based Irlpon Ellsworth's, shot list 

, " 

(Frederfck Wfseman. ~pp. 14-335. although qt several, points 

mater1a1 from my independent shot ·study of the film has been 

, added. 

Abbrev1atfons: \.,' 

\,' 

EÇU 
CU 

. MS 
LS ~ 
ElS 
ZI 
za 
LA 
~ 

·PR 
Pl 
FV 

~ 
FG' 
BG, 
(00: 00) , ' 

o , 

, Extreme close-up. 

.' 

Close-up , 
Medium shot 
Long shot ,. 
'Extreme long shot 
ZoOrÀ in . 
Zoom out 

, ~o,,! angle 
, ~i gh Angl e, 

/~,P,an right 
': ran lef~ 
:'Front v1ew 
i Side view ' 
1 Back 'View 
! Foregrou'nd J 

Î1 
'1 

1"' BackgrQund' 
Ouration of shot in minutes and seconds 

o. ' ";:"r_ 
'>.>' 
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Appendix 1 
-::" 

Shot No. VisuaT 
Part 8: Tryi ng ta Get Out 

118: ECU doctor on phone, ZO to 'CU, 
ZO ta lS of him and desk, woman 
seated at right table, wr.iting. 
(1: 12) 

119: ECU doctor, hangs up phone.' 
CO: 15) 

, 

120: ECU "Sanell inmate. (O:30) 

121: CU doctor, he inhales on cigar­
ette. (0:05) 

, 
122: ZO to MS "San~" inm,ate sitting. 
= 
120 

" , 
123: CU woman (shot 122), looks away, 

d1sint~rested, inhales on cigar­
ette and blows out smoke, ZO to 
MS tnmate, FG, woman BG, ZI ta 
ECU i.nma te. (1 : 40) 

124: 'CU av inmate, sec~md doctor in 
BG (0:04) 

125: CU ZI to ECU doctor. PL as he 
reaches' ta 1 i ght ci garette, Z1 
to ECU eyes, nose. (0: 36) 

-
126: CU' inmate, ZO to MS as he gets up 

and 1 eaves w1 th guarps, PL, he 
walks away frQlll camera out. the 
dbor across the room, camera il 
,behfod desk, doctor F~. (0:25) 

, . 
-----'~ ~---'-

. '132 

Sound -_. 

He arranges an appointment with 
$omeone. '. 

~turn-s-· to desk: "OK •• " now." 

Ooctor tells him he will be 
released when there is enough 
improvement. Inmate replies it 
is the institution that is-makfng 
him worse. 

1 
i' 
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Appendix 1 (Gontinued) 

127: ECU doctor, ZO to CU. (0: 30) 

-
128: ECU woman (shot 123). (0: 13} 

1 
,.l 

J 

129: ECU doctor. (0:25) 

130: ECU older man seated at table." 
(0:30) 

, 
131 : ECU woman. (0:03) 

132: CU doctor, ZI ECU. (0: 30) 

133: ECU second ~doctor (shôt 124). 
(0: 12) 

, . 

P--' 

133 

"He's been 'much better than this. 
New he 15 fall i n9 apart. Il He pre­
scr~ bes tranqu il i zers • 

"He argues in perfect paranoid pat­
tern. IF you accept his basic premise 
then the rest is logical, but the 
basic prem1se js not true." . 

Doctor says V1 adimir was very closed 
before, but has opened up recently. 

Man says Vladimir sought executive 
clemency once, and got a~ far as the 
parole board at one time. 

"I really think hels terr1fied of 
leaving. Il 

Ooctor suggests he be put. on tran­
qu1lizers to bring paranoid e1ements 
under control. 

He coments on parangid behavfour. 

. 134: ECU doctor dictating into recorder. 
(0:25) , 

He records diagnosi~: Sch1zophrenie 
Reaction with Prominent Parano1d 
Features .. -

{ 
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S.hot 
No. f\ Visual 

TITleur FOLLIES' (0:02) 1: 
'-

'1 / 

~----

--------~/ 
1~4 

Sound ( 
~ • 1 

Il Stri ke Up the Band" sung by 
inmates. played by bé!.nd. 

(Reel 1) Part 1: Revue: "Titicut Follies ll
• ---. 

2: 

3: 

~ 59: 

16l: 

eu zo to lS of men (inmates) 
singing on a stage. Slow II to 
3 shot, MS; II to CU of one inmate. 
Slow PR along faces, ZO to MS as 
they shake pompons. After song . 
they wal k off stage right. ~hot 
is front bottom lit, black BIi. 
8 si ngers in two 1 i nes. Camera 
holds on most faces in PRo 

MS mas ter of cê'Féiiil)nies (The Head 
Guard who reappeafs throughout 
the film) waving on applause. 
ZI to ECU of him at microphone, 
bottom 1 it. He turns and ex; ts 
through curtafn. (1: 03) 

xxxx 
{ 

Back'<to the, Titicut Foll ies per-
formance. CU 2 shot of Head Guard 

, and partner swaying in time to song 
they are 5in9ing. Black BG. They 

• wear 91 i ttered hats, the Head Guard 
1 eans hi 5 head on' the shoulder of 
his partner as they s1og. lO to 
MS as they dance, II to ECU guard, 
PR to ECU partner J ZO to MS as they 

, 

Men (inmates) s1n9 IIStrike Up 
the Band. Il 

o 

, /-j 
The'--Head Guard fntroduces next act 
and tell s a joke about Father 
Mulligan (a chaplain at the instit­
ution who fs referred to later 1n 
the film). 

1 

They sin9 "I Wanl: to Go to 
Chicagotowr1r,\ 

'- ). 

~ 

'-... , -end song and shake hands. The guard 
points' to his partner to encourage Head Guard: 
appAuse t rthen jumps to the center of 

"And me!" 

the stage, spreads h1s anns and shouts: 
Il And me! Il ZI ta CU Head Guard , 
grinning. (1:35). 

XXXX 
Tit1c~t Fol1ies show. LS e1ght 
inmates' on stage,' ZI, to ECU' 
1nmate on left. slow PR a10ng 
faces, slow ZO to LS, band 

() ') 

, 

Applause, piano p1ay1ng "50 Long 
For Now", inmates sing alonge

• . / 

1 

.. 
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Append1x 2 (continued) ) 

director in lower center. Pl 
as Head Guard enters 1 eft wi th 
women aides, lS ZI to CU two 
women. PR ta Head Guard singing 

< into microphone, he holds out hand 
to encourage applause, inmates 
stng BG. ZI ECU Head Guard, 
bottom 11 t, he mouths the song. 
One choruser holds up a placard, 
"Moe Shi 11 Nom; nated in Oscar 
Award 1966." ZO to CU Head 
Guard, PL to cast, ZO to LS 
inmates wavlng good-bye. Head 
Guard enters right and shouts 
"aren't they terrifie?" ZI ta 
MS Guard and twa inmates, one is 
a young boy with a straw hat, ZI 
to CU boy, he bows several tlmes. 
ZO ta MS Guard and boy, ZI ta 
ECU Guard, bottam lit. 'Pl ta 
boy and across ta women, za ta 
MS as they throw something to 
crowd, ZO ta lS women as they' turn 
and flfp up sk1rts like a chorus 
1ine, ZI ta CU of two wamen. 
(2: 35) . 

" 

164: ECU boy, clapping h1s hands, sm11ing. s1lence 
t, (0:05) 

o J 
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Appendix 3 

'. 
Shot 
!!2.:- Vi sua1 

42: CU alder inmate, face lit brightly 
from right, black on left. BG 
blàck except for television upper 
left. Slow ZI to ECU fnmate, tele­
vision/ upper right. He f1nishes 
his song, wiggles his ears and , 
grins into the camera. Slow, 
short PR and Pl. Focus pu11ing 
ta te1evis1on and back. (1:40) 

43: Same inmate walks toward éamera. 
leaving televfsfon room, MS to 
ECUs he passes camera and stares 
at it and 1t follows hfm ta 
stairs, tilt up as he climbs 
stairs. Seen through grating , 
of the stairs. he's sflhouetted 
agafnst light BG. 

, . 

136 

Iomate sings "Chinatown." This 
1s counterpointed w1th the smooth 
love song of the telev1s1on 
female singer: "I love Johnny." 

laughter ,off camera 

foots teps 
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Appendix 4 

o Shot 
, No. Visual 

(Reel 2) Part 6: Force-feeding 

74: Psychiatrist from IISane ll 1n'rt,ate 
and molester interview scenes, CU, 
walks left and looks thraugh 
small window in cell door, ZIJto 
ECU of w1ndow, he enters right, 
exits right, CU window. (0:30) 

- 75: Office, ZI MS ta CU of psy­
chiatrist on phone. he sits 

'down and looks at camera. 
(O:40) , 

76: Tracking MS SV, three guards 
leading old, thin, naked 1nmate 
out of dark hall into feeding 
'room. PR to psychfatrist standing 
next ta inmate. (0:50) 

" 

77: CU 1nmate. ZO to MS guards as they 
tie restraints te his wr1sts and 
stand on efther side. (0:19) 

137 

"Mr. • come here a 
minute. If you don't eat food 
we are 901ng ta feed you with 
tube ••• through your nose. Il 

He arranges to have two patients 
prepared for tube feeding. 

Psychfatrist tells inmate ff he 
doesn't drink the Jiquid, ft will 
be "put through a tube through 
your no se 1 nto your stomach. Il 

Guard: '~Either drf nk it or he'l1 
dump it down the tube through your 
nase. Il 

78: Psychiatrist. CU. guatds BG. ZI to room noise 
ECU as he 11 fts liquid ta sme 11 i t. _ 
(0:03) 

79: HA MS,chest and face inmate ly1ng 
on table, PL to psychiatrist as 'he 
places a cloth across patient's 
groin. ZI to CU psychiatrfst 
smok1ng a cigarette, ZO to LS. he 
w1pes the tube around an empty j4r 
to grease ft. (0:43) 

80: ECU ,1 nmate' s head, ZO to CU 
psychiatrist's hand. tube 15 above 
inmate's head. ZO to MS psy- , 
ch1atrist tries to get grease 
out of empty jar. ZI to CU h1s 
hands and tube. tilt down ta 
ECU inmate's head, psychiatr1st 
pushes tube into nose. ~yes 
and genHals covered w1th clotho 
(1:10) . 

1 

Guard, referring ta jar: IIAfn't 
much of anyth1 ng 1 eft. Il PSy­
chiatr1st asks for "any other 
grease. or oil or anyth1ng. Il 

Psych1atrfst: "Any grease, butter?-

Guartl: "Swallow. swal1ow~ that' s 
a boy. Il 

1-
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Append1x 4 (contlnued) 

/' 

~/ 81: ECU same inmate, dead. Ms eyes silence 
open. mouth open. f1y on fore­
head. soap on his face. (0:02) 

82: ECU head of inmate. hands of doctor. Assistant: "The marker' 5 way down 
ZO to MS doctor as he pulls chair over there. way down doctor." 
and puts one foot up on 1 t. He Doctor: "Get some water, ok?J.I" "-
ho1ds up funnel and pour.s 1iquid . j 
into it. ZI to ECU funnel t ZO 'Guards: "Did Sam work Fr1day?'J--

" --~-~-

to CU psychiatr1st with c1g- liNo he didn't work all last week." • 
arette over funnel pouring liquid 
through smoke. LA. (0:45) 

83: ECU mortfcian. (0:03) 
'JÔ' 

84: ECU razor shaving corpse ~O:04) 

85: MS psychiatrfst pouring flu1d into 
funnel, cigarette ashes longer 
over funnel. squfnts through 
smoke. slow tilt down a10n9 tube 
to CU inmate's face, ZI ta ECU. 

(,- (0: 32) 

-86: ECU corpse, eyes open, razor 
shav1ng face. (0:04) 

~ 

87: ECU 1nmate 1n feedfng room, Pl 
and ZO along body, tilt up at 
feet ta guard holding ankle 
restra1nts. PR ta second guard, 
as he looks stra1ght at'camera, 
CU. (0.:.25) , 

88: ECU dead 1nmate, mprt1c1an places 
cotton in eye sockets. (0:06) 

89: ECU corpse, mort1cian adjusts 
Hds over cotton. (0:04) " 

• 

silence 

silence 

Doctor: "You got more food?" 

s1lence 

Voice: "Leave some for 
the other guy." 

silence 

silence 

90: MS mort1cian and corpse. he adjusts stlence 
l1ds aver cotton. (0:04) 

91 = tl1t down and PR a10n9 inmate's Doctor: "Please get thfs job 
end body to CU he ad w1th tube in nose, over w1th." 
87 ZI ta mouth and nase. he swal1ows. 

(0:30) 
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Append1x 4 (continued) 

92: ECU psychfatrist, long ashes àf 
Cigaret~poised above funnel. 
ZO and ti 1 t down to MS of him 
and inm e, doctor pulls tube 
out. (0:25) . 

93: Mort1c1an shakes out cloth after 
shaving corpse. LA, MS.(O:02) 
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If 

Qoctor says somethi ng about lia 
little whisky. Il Laughter. 
Doctor: "Very good operation. 
very nice. fi Guard: "OK, Herr 
Doctor." "Hey, that wasn1t bad 
at al1. hels a veteran. fI 

silence 

Doctar: nI think hels been tube 94:: Psychiatrist places tube ta right. 
end (0: 04) fed before. 1J "All r1ght, thatls it."· 
87 

~5: Flash to corpse laid out in suit. 
(0:0.0 

silence 

96: MS 2 shot doctor and attendant, foo~steps 
PL and track' LS after· twa guards 

" leave room withinmate, down short 
corridor, turn corne~ ta right, 
lead h1m ta room, they close the 
d~or behind.him~ (0:23) 

97: eut on action, HA MS of coffin room noise 
be1ng slfd into cooler. ~ttendant door shuts 
closes door and walks away. 
Camera lingers on door. (0:13) 
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Appendix 5 

Shot 
No. Visual 

6: ECU inmate, za ta CU of him 
(ch11d molester) seated across 
what 1s later revealed as 
psychiatr1st ' s desk. (0:22) 

7: CU molester, za ta MS over 
psych1atrist's shoulder. (0:20) 

8: Long hold ECU child molester, 
he bites lip. ,(1:10) 

9: Admitting room, MS ZI to CU 
1nmate. Pl ta cu guard, 1nmates 
standing in BG. Inmate shields 
eyes from camera. Inmates un­
dressed. ZO to MS of guard and 
inmates. (0: 16) 

10: MS pile of personal articles on 
the floor. (0:05) 

11: MS av naked inmate, guard left; 
"lI to CU 1nmate. (0:12). 

12: CU inmate fram shot 11. he walks 
1eft. (0:02) 

13: MS guard empty1ng pockets of 
1nmate l s c10thes, 1nmates in 86., 
Inmates glanee at camera. a150 
14. (0: 15) 

14: CU 2 shot guard and Richard ID to 
MS. guard searches clothes. ' 
Richard undresses and holds out 
a~. turning to be searched. II 
to CU 2 shot. (O:37) , 

• 
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Off camera: a man w1th an accent 
questions inmate about h1s sexual /""; 
relations w1th children. 

Psychiatrist asks if inmate was 
intoxicated when he comm1tted 
sexual assaults. 

Psychfatrist,asks about crimes. 
1nmate adm1ts sexual reJ~tions 
w1th his daughter. I11tRate: IIThe 
way 1 am right now, /1f 1 have to 
stay l1ke this, l'd just as soon 
go ta ja11 and stay there. 1I 

Guards: "Take off your clothes.!' 

room noise 

room noise' 

room noise 

Off camera: a guard c~11s Richard 
over. ~ 

• f 

Guard: "Take lum off, come on. Put 
your hands out. turn around, O.K., 
take your stuff and get over here. 
Get dressed. 1I 

., 
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Appendix 5 (continuedl 

15: Psychiatrist office. ECU inmate 
from shot 8. (O:04) 

16: ECU psychiatrist. (0:02) 

17: ECU inmate, eyes. nase. (O:03) .. 
18:, ECU psychiatrist, exhales ~moke 

from cigarette~ He glances at. 
,camera. (O:36) 

19: ECU molester, scratches head. 
(0:04) 

20: ECU psychiatrist, ZO to CU as he 
inhales on cigarette. squinting 
through smoke and looking at 
camera. (0: 55) 

21: Admftt1ng room: CU lnmate 
(stutterer), unshaven, nods 
and jerks his head sharply. 
(0:25) 

22: ~sychiatrist office, HA MS, ZI 
to CU molester. Molester wears 
a shirt. (0: 15) 

23: Long hold CU psychiatr1st. (1:03) 

XXXX 
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Psychiatrist asks how many 
times tnmate masturbates a day •.• 

"Or a week?" 

- "Sometimes three times a day." 

"That's too much." He asks if 
inmate 1s interested in 1,

l b1g, ta11 
husky, luscious. looking female." 
He doesn't give time to answer. 
"What are you interested in, big 
breasts • • • 

" or small breasts?" 

Inmate: "1 never thought of it." 
Psychiatrist asks about homosexual 
experiences and'inmate relates 
two experiences. 

"1 to1d the doctor before 1 came 
here 1 didn't want my balls. tâken 
outta me." 

1 

1 

1 
1 
1 
f , , 
1 

1 

"I know there's something wrong. 
otherwise 1 wouldn't do th1ngs ' 
1 i ke that. But that' s the way 1 am. Il : 

! He narrates 1nmate's cr1minal record. ; 
\ "And yeu stf11 say you don't need' 

help." Inmate: "1 need help but 1 
don't know where 1 can get ft." 
Psyctliatr1st: "Well, you get 1t here, ' 
1 guess." ' ' 

32: MS 3 ~hot guards and inmate (shot foots teps . 
28) walk1ng down corridor. Câmera Guard asks a questiQn~and 1nmate 
fol1ows beh1nd them. cells on right, nods. 
ZI to 2 shot off1cer and tnmate. 
(0:28). 
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Append1x 5 (contfnued) 

33: ,Reverse angle, they walk toward 
camera, past, and camera follows 
fram behind as they pass through 
door, LA MS as they go up sta1rs 
and through door at top. (O:22) 

,s-34: CU inmate, takes'off clothes. ZO 
to MS inmate and guards~ ZI ta 
ECU inmate. (O:25)~ We f9110w 
Him through shot 35. 

35: Long tracki~g shot, ECU guards, 
ZO to CU guard5'''and naked inmate 
(shot 34) walk.down corridor, cells 
on right. Guards reaches down and 
looks at inmate's hands, puts 
cfgar in mouth, runs "and over. . 
inmate's crew cut, checking haire 
Camera tilts up to LA 'CU of 
television hanging from ce111ng 
at end of corridor, showing 
admitting procedures in a hos­
pital, tilts down, CU guards 
gesture for 1nmate to enter cell. ' 
He walks in and t~ey close door, 
II to ECU over shoulder of one 
guard to "8" on door. Hand reaches 
in to open s~ll window on door. 
guard peeks in and mayes awaYt 
camera ZI thraugh w'lndaw ta MS 
inmate silhouetted by 1ight fram 
window across room. he leans on 
s'Ill,. looks out: ZI to CU out of 
focus. (1: 05) 

, " 
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footsteps 

" , 
Guards: liGot an empty one?" 

, "Number eight 15 empty~ Il 

foots teps 

telev1sion sound 

Off camera: we hear a trombone 
playing "Blue Heaven", mixed' 
wfth sounds of guards and 
televfs1on. 
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