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JAM ROTHMAN

he year 1960 was a watershed in the history of film in America. I
of the release of Psycho in 1960 as marking the definitive end of the
sical era of American movies. 1960 was the year the French “New
Wave” broke on American shores. Perhaps not entirely coincidentally, 1960
also marks the emergence of what has been called “cinema-verité.” (This
m is hopelessly inadequate, of course, yet 1 persist in using it.
ternatives such as “direct cinema” are no less inadequate and far more
isleading. These days one is far less likely to fall into the error of suppos-
that “cinema-verité” films are guaranteed to be truthful than the error
f taking them to be “direct,” that is, unmediated.)

Cinema-verité, of course, is a form of documentary film, or a
jpethod of making documentary films, in which a small crew (often a cam-
‘eraperson and sound recordist, sometimes only a solitary filmmaker) goes
“out into the “real world” with portable synch-sound equipment and films
people going about their lives, not acting.

Jean Rouch, collaborating with the sociologist Edgar Morin, made
Chronicle of a Summer (1961) in France simultaneously with the earliest
cinema-verité films in America, such as the Drew Associates productions,
“of which Primary (1960) is perhaps the most famous. Nonetheless, for a

‘number of reasons. [ think of cinema-verité as an essentially American
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phenomenon, not a European one. It is in America that the grandest hﬂpes-
for cinema-verité have been harbored. In the past thirty years, Amel'iean«{
filmmakers working within the cinema-verité tradition have Createq
remarkably impressive body of work. And cinema-verité has been perhap,
the fullest inheritor of the concerns of America’s “classical” cinema, g,

popular movies associated with the name “Hollywood.”

Rouch’s approach to cinema-verité was highly sophisticateq, Hel

anticipated, and quite shrewdly addressed, the problems and paradoxeg_
epistemological, aesthetic, and moral—that, as subsequent practitioneyg

were to discover, inevitably attend this new, apparently more direct way of

filming. Rouch understood that however “invisible” the man-with-the. .

movie-camera might make himself, and however unselfconscious the cap.

era’s subjects might appear, filming is a real act performed in the real worlg
with real consequences. He understood as well that sometimes a filmmak.
er has to forsake the passivity of a place behind the camera to provoke regl-
ity into revealing its deepest truths. For Rouch, already a veteran of over 4
decade of ethnographic filmmaking among the Songhay and Dogon peo-
ples in West Africa, the new lightweight synch-sound equipment became
an indispensable instrument of a life-long cinematic enterprise poised
between science and poetry, between anthropological research and a per-
sonal need to give poetic expression to his conviction that “primitive” soci-
eties possess knowledge that modern science must find ways to acknowledge.

For a maker of very American films such as Richard Leacock, who
was Robert Flahertys cameraman on Louisiana Story, cinema-verité was
what film itself was to Griffith a half-century earlier: it promised a radical-
ly new way of revealing the truth about humanity. This truth was to be
found not in Flaherty’s romanticized vision of man’s struggle against the
elemental forces of nature, but in the everyday struggles of ordinary men
and women to retain their humanity in a hypocritical America of sex, lies,
and exploitation. The human truth was to be found in the coarseness and
ugliness of that America, but also in the flashes of beauty, tenderness, and
compassion revealed to Leacock’s camera.

For Leacock, the beauty fleetingly glimpsed by cinema-verité

offered the promise of redeeming America. Since it seems that this

g o B ik ke T Thunales b et s s Yo gt s T,eaCOCk» a

of disillusionment and despair. But he has remained faithful, in his
to the strict cinema-verité discipline, as have Robert Gardner, John

g)

ema-verité whose work I deeply admire and who happen to be based in
) Boston ared, where I was able to become acquainted with them per-
ally during the years I was teaching film at Harvard.

David Hume withdrew into his study, shutting out the world in

‘er to contemplate whether it was possible that the world does not exist.

“The author of Walden withdrew from society and spent two years at Walden

L § .
ond in order to gain a new perspective on the world and learn how he

3

It live in it. In order to film the world, the cinema-verité filmmaker,

o

o, withdraws from the world. To effect this withdrawal, he needs only to

ume a place behind the camera. His philosophers study, his Walden, so

4 ,spea]" is the camera itself. This is a Walden one can bear on one’s shoulder.

Behind the camera, practitioners of the cinema-verité discipline
ake their ordinary lives to become observers who wait selflessly for the

ople they are filming to reveal themselves in their own good time and on

ntasies that animate their hours of silent watching? Writi ng about Alfred

itchcock’s neglected early masterpiece Murder!, and hence in a rather

ark mood, [ argued that the role of cinema-verité filmmaker has an inhu-

an, murderous aspect:

The cinema-verité filmmaker withholds himself from the world in
order to film it. Stepping behind the camera may appear an act of
perfect innocence and purity. But it expresses, it does not over-
come, the fantasy of power and murderousness that Murder!
declares to be an inalienable constituent of authoring a film. The
cinema-verité filmmaker’s fantasy of virginity and impotence
has as its secret other face the fantasy of being author to the world,
commanding it to unmask itself. Claiming exemption from res-
ponsibility for forging community within the world he is filming,
he trains the camera’s eye on that world, wreaking vengeance on
it. These twin fantasies of impotence and omnipotence come

together in cinema-verité’s underlying vision of a world con-

hall and Frederick Wiseman, to name several of the great masters of
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demned to a lack of human community by virtue of the 8

of filming.'

Led by Edward Pincus and his students at the M.IT Filiy
Section—for years, Pincus was codirector with Leacock of this unique iy,
ema-verité training ground—a new generation of filmmakers attempteq g,
break away from the inhuman aspect of the cinema-verité filmmakers 1’01e'.‘.
while remaining faithful to the spirit of cinema-verité. Their aspiration Was
to reconcile the conflicting demands of filming and living by leaming 1o
film the world without withdrawing from it. Inevitably, the filmmaker life

and the demands of the filmmaker’s role became the increasingly explicit

subjects of films by Pincus, Steve Ascher, Ross McElwee, Jeff Kreines, Joel -

DeMott, Mark Rance, Ann Schaetzel, Robb Moss, and others. Their explo-

rations culminated in two extruordinmy epics, Pincus’s Diaries 1 971-785
and McElwee’s Sherman’s March (1986).

In Diaries, a conflict emerges, seemingly inevitably, between the

filmmaker’s experiment of filming his life, a project only he can call hig

own, and the claims made upon him by his wife, children, parents, lovers,
and friends who call upon him to acknowledge them as human beings sep-
arate from him and his film. The filming of Diaries, which has the aspect
of a romantic quest, threatens to seal the filmmaker’s isolation rather than
liberate him to live freely within a human community, to turn him into a
hero not of romance but of tragedy. This conflict between the romantic and
the ordinary, between filming and living, emerges in Diaries, at least on the sur-
face, as the primary obstacle to the filmmaker’s goal of becoming fully human.

In the more ironic Sherman’s March, the conflict between filming
one’s life and living it in a fully human way is equally central. In McElwee's
film, too, the filmmaker takes his project to be a romantic quest. But
Sherman’s March, made a full decade after Diaries, presents its filmmaker
as a comical character whom it treats ironically. Viewed from this perspec-
tive, the filmmaker’s attempt to become more human by filming his life
necessarily seems a foolish one doomed to failure. If Diaries tells its story
with a gravity akin to that of tragedy, Sherman’s March tells the same story

as farce. They both, however, surely demonstrate that there is an irre-

j e aspect of withdrawal and isolation, and of violence, in the cinema-
flmmaker’s role, even if people directly address the filmmaker
J the camera; even if other people are allowed to turn the camera on
 filmmaker, rendering him or her visible; and even if the filmmaker

s his or her silence and enters into conversations with other charac-

in the film.

Reflecting on a history of cinema that is still far from perspicuous,
: an seem quite remarkable that, despite film’s long and illustrious docu-
r.ntary tradition, cinema-verité only emerged as late as 1960. There were
ated experiments such as Flaherty’s celebrated Nanook of the North

922). But most documentary filmmakers—even Dziga Vertov, so often

med by cinema-verité filmmakers as a precursor—had little inclination
follow Nanook’s example. In part influenced by Marxist ideas about the
ecessity of transcending the individual protagonist, they veered in a dif-
rent direction. In the films made in England by the talented filmmakers
thered around John Grierson, and in the work of Pare Lorentz, Willard

Van Dyke, and others in America, a dominant form of documentary

cumentaries composed their views of people lyrically or expressionisti-
y, and used them rhetorically in advancing a social thesis, usually explic-
itly stated by a (typically male) narrator’s authoritative voice.

}‘ In postwar Italy, the neorealist movement championed the use of
nonprofessional actors and “real” locations in fiction film, and strove to dis-
cover dramatic subjects in the realm of the everyday. But the neorealists
never took the decisive step of dispensing with scripts altogether and ven-
ing into the world to film “reality itself.” Nor did André Bazin, France’s
eat theorist of cinematic realism, advocate this step. Above all, Bazin was
champion of film as a medium of authorship. How can a cinema-verité
filmmaker claim to be an “author” in Bazin’s sense, since in a cinema-ver-
‘.Eé film the world remains, as it were, a free agent?

In the thirties and forties and even the early fifties, the technolo-
gy for portable synch-sound shooting was unavailable. Yet filmmakers

?ﬁuld have made silent filims that followed the lead of Nanook afthe North:
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dio as the neorealists did. For whatever reasons, however, filmmakers Werg.
not interested in filming this way.

Most American cinema-verité films could not but be in Synch.

sound, could not but have people who speak spontaneously and in thejp
own voices. When and why and how people speak, the powers and linjgg
of langnage in our human form of life, remain central concerpg of
American cinema-verité. This concern is manifest even in cinemmve,—ité.&
refusal to use “authoritarian” voiceover narration. In cinema-verité, truth i
to be revealed, not asserted by a narrator whose authority is beyond ques.
tion. In cinema-verité, words are spoken in particular ways by partic‘-llar.
people to particular people on particular occasions for particular reasong,
No one’s authority is beyond question. (Perhaps it is no accident that the
emergence of cinema-verité in America was simultaneous with the impag
of the “ordinary language” philosophy associated with the names of Wittgen.
stein and J. L. Austin.)

In the sixties, when the classical tradition had broken down and
Hollywood’s andience had become fragmented, cinema-verité promised a
new way to make movies that might seem as vivid and “real” as Hollywood
films of the thirties and forties had been, in their day, to their audience of
all Americans (and to their audiences worldwide). By the sixties, the clas-
sical conventions seemed to have lost their vitality and relevance, and
America had even lost the memory of the wonderful conversation its
movies had once sustained with their culture. Thus it was possible for film-
makers and audiences to be convinced that cinema-verité owed nothing to
classical movies, to think of Hollywood as the sworn enemy of all that cin-
ema-verité stands for. Yet, in truth, cinema-verité owes far more to popu-
lar Hollywood movies than it does to most earlier documentary films. In
the sixties, cinema-verité represented a new way of making films that -
inherited the concerns of popular genres such as the “comedy of remar-
riage” and the “melodrama of the unknown woman” {as Stanley Cavell has
named them) that had erystallized in Hollywood in the thirties and forties.
And cinema-verité derived from classical cinema its picture of human
being-in-the-world as an expression of a dialectical opposition between the

theatrical and the nontheatrical. In The “T” of the Camera, 1 characterized

M R, I S i e s b BT T e iy thfe:

Film’s opposition between the theatrical and the nontheatrical is
g,-ounded in, and grounds, its conventions for presenting human
beings in the world. Typically, the camera alternately frames its
human subjects within public and private spaces. The frame of an
‘objective’ shot is a stage on which human beings perform, subject
to view by others in their world. Within the frame of a reaction
shot, a subject views the spectacle of the world, reacts privately to
it, and prepares the next venture into the public world. Point-of-
view and reaction shots together combine to effect the camera’s
penetration of the privacy of its human subject, who alternates
tensely and hesitantly between acting and viewing as he or she
prepares an entrance onto the worlds stage, performs, and with-

draws again into a privacy to which only the camera has access.?

As we shall see, cinema-verité did not follow classical cinema in its

e of point-of-view shots as a technique for distinguishing between the
heatrical and the candid. Nonetheless, cinema-verité inherited classical
ema’s great stake in the realm of privacy, and in the realm of the every-
ay. Cinema-verité inherited as well classical cinema’s understanding that,
thin these realms, “the non-candid—the unspontaneous, the manipulat-
and the manipulative, the theatrical —is everywhere to be found.” And
inherited classical cinema’s conviction that our happiness as individu-
—and America’s as a nation—turns on our ability to reconcile our pri-
e and public selves.

In thinking historically about the emergence of cinema-verité in

merica, it is important to keep in mind that early cinema-verité films such
Primary or Crisis (1963) were made not for movie theaters with their
Windling audience, but for network television, newly crowned as
ericas dominant medium. In the context of television programming,
e films’ identity was divided: like “real movies,” or television dramas, or
soap operas, they appealed to human emotions. Yet, as documen-

s, they were public-affairs shows, news.

iliam Rothman, The “I" of the Camera (Cambridge University Press, 1988), 69-70.

m
=
m
=
Z
>
—

S3L11d¥3nA




86

M AN

ROTH

WIlLLIAM

Typically, news is presented on television by newscasters Whe e in which no discernible sign distinguished what is “live” from

addre e camera directly,. When news footage is shown, it is aceq.. it e T ,
address the 1 d Y. £ CCONyy, shall we say, canned. The result is not to make the canned seem

nied by a newscaster’s voiceover that tells us how to understand w T , o i -l
Y ¢ 8 el s how ! - hat _ put to make even the live seem canned. (This effect is, in a sense, a

are viewing. The newscaster is always “on.” Television provides no Systen ' £ the uncanny.)
I i

for distinguishing the person of the newscaster from the role she o he ie Thus when it first appeared on television in America, cinema-ver-

performing—no system for acknowledging, for investigating, or even for resented, at one level, an assault from within against television’s

exploiting, the dialectic between theatricality and nontheatricality thyg is g ening denial of the distinction between theatricality and candor that

the heart of cinema-verité as well as classical movies. sen the basis of Aitisrogi Hiovies, By letting the audience —_—

Over the years, the format of television news has evolved tq cone Kennedy when he was not performing in public (or at least by pur-

vey the impression that we do know the private person behind the news. g to reveal the “private”™ man), Primary (and to a lesser degree Crisis)

caster mask. Walter Cronkite ended each of his broadcasts with a seem. anted Americans a new perspective on Kennedy the public figure, (Of

ingly privileged moment, as he looked directly at the camera with an e, Kennedy’s mask was hardly dropped completely. The camera was

expression that told us he was taking us into his confidence. PEI‘SOI]-tQ-Peﬁ anted access, for example, to his boudoir, to his privare ifs a5 shud)

son, he acknowledged that he was no impersonal newscaster; he was g 1 all (and surely Kennedy himself anticipated this), these films served

human being who had in some particular way been moved, just as we had inforce Kennedy's public image, which was that of a man o hadit

been, by the story chosen to close the show. He had taken the story ftogether,” who was enviably successful in his career and envidhly Tl

heart, like a mensch. Then, with an authority grounded in this display of s marriage, and whose public and private selves were, even more envi-

emotion, he summed up his philosophy of life, always with the same words a harmonious match.

but every evening with a new inflection, one tailored to match the prevail- What T am suggesting is that cinema-verité was meant to under

ing mood. “And that’s the way it is.” This nightly ritual put Uncle Walters ne television’s practice of packaging public figures as exploitable images.

personal stamp on the role of newscaster, and thereby revised that role, nically, cinema-verité itself quickly became a favorite tool of image-

paving the way for others who have gone much farther—indeed, much too agers who have learned to fabricate tolerable imitations of the look of
ntaneity and candor. The famous N ixon-Kennedy debates helped Kennedy

urt Nixon because both men, forced to be at least a little spontaneous,

far, as evidenced by the nauseating, shameless conviviality of local “news

teams™—in incorporating displays of “personality” into a once rigidly

impersonal role. The point is that the newscaster’s role, however revised, aled something of their “true” characters to a sl o
c

however “personalized,” nonetheless remains a role, a mask, no less so in a position to control, hence which took on something of the pene-

when the newscaster appears to be dropping his or her mask. The format g power of the camera in cinema-verité. When Nixon was in a posi-

of television news still provides no system for acknowledging even the pos- to control the camera (as, for example, with his staging of the infamous
sibility of such theatricality.

heckers speech, which saved his political neck), he was free to perform
In classical cinema, we view “stars” continually putting on mask.f-

sincere act” on television without the threat that its theatricality might

Xposed,

and taking them off. In most forms of television programming today, the

mask is never dropped, unless another mask is already firmly in place Many of the earliest cinema-verité films in America revolved

eneath i . when television was primarily 1i ks often D N
beneath it. To be sure, when television was primarily live, masks nd celebrities, and portraits of celebrities—political SR
slipped, or cracked, or were inadvertently put on crooked. Already by 1960 968, movie stars, singers and musicians—remain a staple of cinema-ver:

a-ver-

No nalifinad o

though. the nature of television was changing from a primarily live medi-
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minidocumentaries that make public figures private by presenting them ;- , 'w.sioning-jn-advance, an imagining, of the film. One might think that

ABC’s immortal phrase, “up close and personal.” Cinema-verité lJl‘iu- Ring films o screenplays in this way subordinated cinema t;) writing. Yet

celebrities down to earth by filming them the same way it films ordjy, ) aevelop ment of this mode of writing can also be thought of as an affir-

people (which, of course, celebrities also are). The filmmaker’s task in filly, 1 of cinema’s authority over the written word. Screenplays demon-
= ing any human subject is to create a compelling figure on the screey te and declare film’s powers, which are also writing’s limits, For film has j
i make that figure as known to us, and as unknown, as James Stewart, ¢, i pover to make real, or to reveal to be real, what the words of a screen- o
5 Grant, Katharine Hepburn, or any other star of classical cinema, Cinema; V.carl never more than “envision.” To read a good screenplay and then >
“ verité transforms an ordinary person into a star, or reveals, as it were, the "e the film made from it—if it is well made—unfhilingly restores one’s Z
E “star within"—at least if that person happens to “have what it takes.” gy onder at the power of cinema, ' -
E classical cinema has always made its stars out of ordinary people who hap. 3 By enforcing the discipline that films were to be “realized” only -
g pen to “have what it takes.” fier first being envisioned in advance through the medium of the written o

 the classical system also acknowledged the power of writing, This

Classical cinerna instituted a system of production in which, firg nowledgment immeasurably strengthened the affirmation of film’s
a screenplay is authored; then that screenplay is realized by a process of ithority. For film posstizsfses .precisely the power to reveal writing’s limits,
filming in which the director plays a central role; finally, the film is editeq have suggested: \”V”tmglls not film. In turn, writing possesses precise-
in a process that reconciles the screenplay with what might be called the e I?ower to challenge film to declare. itself: Film is not writing, (In
“seadenysof Alng” T s anewmeveres S, ther &, ot Jeast n themy, th’s hands, film comparably declared its authority over theater, hence

; ; ; ; ing the limits of theater even as it af sater’s , e
no directing of actors, and the camera’s gestures, too, are improvised, not ealing n as it affirmed theater’s power: Theater
) : . snot film, and film is not theater.)
directed; and, of course, there is no sereenplay. -

D. W. Griffith did not write or work from screenplays as such,

although his films were hardly “unscripted.” Griffith was able to envision

: Nonetheless, within the classical system, no film is made without
ascreenplay. In this system, film may appear to lord it over writing, but it

chi: Bl i soitadtor el and 1o realise Tie vision 10 the sebal ﬁlming p.endent upon it. Cinema-verité constitutes an alternative system, one
without first putting into writing what he saw in his mind’s eye. However, hich ﬁlming prncecafls by improvisatory encounters with the world, by
as the Hollywood system of production became rationalized, Griffiths g and Whml} (the filmmaker’s whim, and the worlds).
method was superseded. Screenplays assumed a central function as blue- . V:};TH ’lelem"‘”"eﬁté dispensed .W'ith the screenplay, it was a dec-
prints for filming and editing, no doubt partly because studios wished to tloln s IHS.ll’ldE[)enden‘ce frolm writing, Yet by issuing this declara-
limit the risky (and potentially expensive) unpredictability inherent in the :;lfle.m.a-ve“te W"“’: also following (Of‘ paralleling or leading) a literary
Ao puons nd, .]ommg ranks with the self-conscious “nonfiction novel® (In Cold
e v Tt Abion sdaptaions of lSaB L film, 0 Tlls‘the most famous .example) that is cinema-verité’s exact contempo-
the screenplay has received virtually no attention. Perhaps the most sur- i b“i Sl.l%gests t?]at. CTnema-verlte ‘i“"“s not breaking with the written
prising formal feature of the classical screenplay is that it employs no pi¢-. ? .u g ﬂ?e. d‘:‘CIPhH.@ of composing the film in advance, the yoking
tures or diagrams to help guide the reader in visualizing the film. The 4 mlﬂ:gr to envisioning or imagining,
screenplay is made up of nothing but words. » IO say t:h(.lt.a screenplay enw\?uon.s or imagines a film in advance
hat ﬁlmmg is a process of realization, or interpretation, of the text

S 3

In the classical system of production, the screenplay functions a8
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is an interpretation of the written score. In realizing a screenplay, th&dh- ,,,,, that masters of this discipline are capable of creating com-

tor directs the actors in interpreting their roles as written, as in theatey, ( h expressive, endlessly exhilarating and moving films by interpreting

casting of a particular actor in a role is already an act of interpretation) Ia}'S that are made up of nothing but words, is an inherently unpre-

director also directs the camera, interprets the camera’s role as Writtgy ble fact about words, and about film. Writing a transeription of a real- .
. Part of the actor’s role, to be interpreted by the actor under the dil'ef:td m is also a discipline that can be mastered. Every masterfully writ- .
i direction, is to present himself or herself to the camera in particulay wa anscription “is a study in the limits of what can be said. It is also a ;
g ways that may encompass an interpretation of the way the camery vie ‘ in the limits of what goes without saying. What the possibility of such %
- that actor. In turn, the camera—also under the directors directio,_ astery reveals is that the limits of language and the limits of film coin- -
i addresses the actor—self-presentations (and interpretations of the Camepy) . That is, there is a boundary between them.”* .
- and all—as a subject in his or her own right. The screenplay of which a classical film is an interpretation and i
z No text has one and only one possible interpretation. If a lassiog] anscription that is an interpretation of that film cannot be expected -

film is an interpretation of its screenplay, this implies that other interpro, incide word-for-word. In principle, such coincidence is not impossi-

tations of the screenplay are also possible. Thus a screenplay can detep, t only requires a miracle. Some films (and hence their transeriptions)

mine a film only up to a point, and can never fully determine a film ip g to acknowledge or realize the screenplay’s own perspective on the

concrete actuality, No moment of any film can be completely envisioned 1d it envisions. Other films go beyond their screenplays in the sense of

advance. The actual filming transforms the screenplay in ways that are not owledging and revising the screenplay’s own interpretations (I am
perfectly predictable as well. hinking, for example, of the ending of Now, Voyager. The screenplay
Film is photographic; there is an irreducible element of automa-..: the woman still be in love with the man, still to be putty in his hands,

tism in the way it reproduces the world. Nonetheless, screenplays bind e the realized film understands her to have attained a transcendental

classical film to the realm of interpretation, and to words. (Or do they pective.) When a film does revise and deepen its screenplay, this revi-

reflect the fact that film is so bound by its nature?) Indeed, classical film is 1 could always in principle have been anticipated and incorporated into

doubly bOund to interpretation and to words because it 1s always Possible‘ SC]’eenpl‘dy. After 'dll, in Writing a SCI'Eel"lpl'dy, the writer C‘Olltillll'dlly

in the face of a realized classical film, to write in screenplay form what es and (we hope) deepens his or her imagining and understanding of
might be called a “transcription.” Such a transcription is not an envisioning tis being imagined.
of the film in advance, nor is it an interpretation of the screenplay realized This suggests that while a classical screenplay is an imagining of

by the film. Rather, it is an interpretation of the film itself. the realized film that constitutes an interpretation of it (and which can, in

In transcribing moments of a classical film, one must find words , be interpreted by a transcription), the original screenplay, too, can be
that objectively characterize particular gestures, intonations, glances, facial thought of us a transcription of a film that exists only in the screenwriter’s
expressions, or movements of the camera, But these are things one cannot agination. (One might wish to speak, further, not only of a filin that

objectively characterize apart from characterizing, interpreting, one’s sub- ts only in the screenwriter’s imagination but also of a [different?] film

jective experience of them. Sereenplays, too, routinely characterize such exists in the imagination of each reader of the screenplay [a different
things as gestures, intonations, glances, facial expressions and camerd. ginary film for each reader?], and, crucially, in the imagination of one
movements—things one cannot describe without interpreting one’s oWl icular reader, the director [who may or may not also be the screen-
experience. In a screenplay, as in a transcription of a realized film, “objec- Wiiter] whose task it is to interpret the screenplay in the act of filming.)

PR . . I . 111 .
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Of course, it is not necessarily the case that a SCreenwrite g ot a film but a world as it presents itself to be filmed? Doesn't

sees a film in the mind’s eye and then subsequently transcribeg i N enwriter imagine what the field of film study calls “profilmic real-

writing of the screenplay may also serve as an instrument of this imag  views of reality? But what is it to imagine reality (at least in its

ing. Perhaps it is better to think of “the film envisioned by the sc:r(genp {;SPGCt) if not to conjure views of reality in one’s imagination? The
£ as having no prior existence apart from the specific words and literary ,:‘ 7 ation itself is a faculty of projection. Nothing we can imagine is E
i of the screenplay itself. (As T become more and more deeply mired i, 3 3 "re al to us than views. ”
5 distinctions, I find myself homesick for the field of philosophy.) 1, , Views are the medium of imagining the world; imagining the i
- case, what is imagined in this imagining? What is this “film that ey (in its visual aspect) is always imagining viewing the world; what one 2
% only in the screenwriter’s imagination?” Is it a film at all? (If it isn’t 4 filiy, es are always views. Yet there is a difference between imagining and 5
E what is it?) . g. In viewing, the world makes its impression on me, although my i
> It would be obviously misleading to speak of a novel as a tyy, ination must meet the world halfway. By contrast, in imagining, I con- i

seription of a “novel that exists only in the novelists imagination.” Thjs views from within. Having conjured them, I have no need actually to

because a novel, like a screenplay, is made up only of words, while pre- them, any more than T have a need, when I am dreaming, actually to

sumably the novelist imagines not words but a world—a world that it i the views that constitute my dream; I need do nothing with the views

part of the discipline of the novelist to render in words.—But how do We. 1y dream other than dream them. And the screenwriter envisioning a
imagine a world? What is the medium of our imagining? imagines the world viewed, imagines views of the world, but these
The way we imagine a world is akin to the way we dream, It i s need only be imagined to be rendered in words, they do not need
often said that we dream in images, but it is more precise to say that we Jso to be viewed.
dream in views, or, rather, that we dream by imagining views. Views are In imagining the film that is to be transcribed in the sereenplay
always of the world. It is of the nature of views that they are from particu- r she is writing, the screenwriter does not imagine it as a film that has
lar perspectives, that they correspond to positions in the world that be scripted and then realized by filming. To exist in the screenwriter’s
nonetheless provide vantage points on the world. agination, this film only has to be imagined. As it exists in the screen-
We have no other way of imagining the world than by imagining ter’s imagination, it is not a product of the classical system of production,
viewing the world from vantage points that are at once inside and outside his is not to deny, of course, that the films a screenwriter is willing or able
the world being viewed. This may seem an insignificant distinction, yet it imagine may be inspired, or constrained, by a lifetime of movie viewing,)
is precisely where film’s uniqueness lies. The material basis of film, Stanley Paradoxically, then, a classical film is authored by first being envi-
Cavell argues in The World Viewed, is a succession of automatic world pro- ned as a film that has no author, as a film that comes into being through
jections. Film is the medium in which the world leaves its impression in pontancous encounters with unscripted, wndirected “reality.” Thus it is
the form of a succession of views. To imagine the world is to imagine the. olerably close to the truth to say that, in the imagination of the screen-
world viewed, and to imagine the world viewed is, in effect, to imagine & miter (and in the imagination of the director whose task it is to interpret
film. This is what novelists do, for example, when they imagine the worlds sereenplay), a classical film is a cinema-verité film.
ol the novels they are writing,

But when a screenwriter envisions a filin, isn’t she or he imagin-
. Ty A cinema-verité film is not envisioned in advance, and hence does
ing the world present in all its substantial reality, rather than imagining the
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ot have a screenplay. However, insofar as it allows for transcription in
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words. But is it possible to transcribe a cinema-verité film? Thig Questiy went of the camera indicates that the camera is hand-held, that it is
is akin to asking whether jazz can be transcribed. In the case of Cine rension of the filmmaker’s bodily presence. Second, in their charae.
Velisithere Is e specml pmblem " tmnscrlbmg the gestures end g hesitations, indecisions, incessant revisions of focus and ﬁ'uming,

sions of the camera’s human subjects. What poses special problemg o ovements are also indicators that this is not a scripted film, that the

Z

; transcription, or challenges, are the movements and vicissitudeg of the [ aker is only a human being, not an omniscient author. 3
: camera itself. It is not just for technical reasons that cinema-verité films tend to »
S Screenwriters are habitually advised to write as few "Camem ] ach as nearly as possible to the condition of complete continuity. >2>
. directions” as possible, the ostensible reason being that directors are said style also offers formal testimony to the method of filming—as if any :
< not to like it when writers encroach on their prerogative. Yet one canny would threaten the viewer’s assurance of the filmmaker’s dedication to .
5 envision actions in the world in concrete detail without at the same time 'inema-verité discipline. Every cut could be a splicing together of .
3 envisioning particular vantages on those actions, which correspong, in 's.t'aken at different times or different places. In terms of cinema-ver- o

film, to positionings and movements of the camera. Shrewd Screenwriteyg discipline, every cut could be an instance of “cheatin g”

specify framings or camera movements only when they are SUrprising ops A corollary of this avoidance of cuts that break up continuity is

especially significant, and most often leave the camera to the dli'ector’s; cinema-verité abandons the point-of-view technique that is a stable of

imagination. They know full well, however, that the conventions of claggj. sical cinema. Point-of-view technique requires cutting back and Forth
cal cinema all but dictate that the director imagine a long shot here, 4 een viewer and viewed, instantaneous shifts of perspective not possi-

medium shot there, and so on. e for a filmmaker shooting with one camera in “real time.” In cinema-

In classical cinema there are conventional categories of shots and ité films, point-ol-view shots can only be simulated. The motivation for

conventions for their use, although, to be sure, on occasion framings or spensing with this technique, too, is not just technical, however: becanse
camera movements may be called for that are so idiosyneratic that they Beincma-verits camera is perceived ns.an extension of the filmmaker’s
require individualized descriptions. When an occasion does arise for spec- %};_ the camera’s presence is identified first and foremost with the per-
ifying particular framings or camera movements, the screenwriter thus has on of the filmmaker. This means that there is a limit to the camera’s abil-
at hand a repertory of conventional categories (close-up, two shot, point- y to establish an identification with its (other) human subjects. Point-of-

of-view shot, and so on), sereenwriters’ terms that evolved hand in hand s | I .
: , ) i t w shots would risk transgressing that limit, hence they are to be relin-

with the conventions of cinematography. Even in the forties, when the shed. In avoiding point-of-view shots, and in the motivation for this
“long take” style flourished as an alternative to “analytical” editing, the oidance, cinema-verité surprisingly reverts to Griffith, who never allowed
: : ; ver ¢ .

each virtually a

“long takes” tended to take the form of stable framings € camera’s gaze to stand in for the perspective of a character. Griffith’s

arate ; sntional in format—Ii eframings instes Ccuts. sl ; i . :
separate shot, conventional in format—linked by reframings instead of ¢ era was always to be identified, first and forem ost, with the perspec-

Typically, cinema-verité is shot as close to “real time” as possible, tive of the invisible author of the film

: : hand- nera. s ‘inema-verité frame is rarely sta- oo T PR, [ s S
and by one hand-held camera. Thus the cinema-verité frame is rarely The camera’s “normal” state of incessant motion in cinema-verité

ble or fixed. Rather, there is continual reframing, and also zooming in and ontrasts strikingly with the classical camera’s “normal” state of moti
_ ) » classical camera’ al” state of motion-

out (the zooms have the consequence that image size does not necessarily BSstess. In classical films, the camera’s stillness is punctuated only by spe

e bl s s camera is Hever o ly still, but ific, ¢ v vestures of ;
correspond to spatial distance). The camera is never completely still, fic, composed gestures of the camera. Not moving the camera may itself,

most of its movements have little or no particular significance apart from Himes, constitute a gesture of this kind, and such privileced moments of
a ges , and ¢ e ments o
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sical camera’s fixity of position, like the incessant motion of the Cine
verité camera, has no particular significance apart from markiug the cam,
era’s presence. The incessant motion of the cinema-verité camery binds-:
to the bodily presence of a human filmmaker whose hand and eye are ogf
tinually and unavoidably revealed by this motion. By contrast, the Came
in classical cinema breaks its stillness to declare itself in specific, self-pg
sessed gestures that call for acknowledgment.

Interestingly, when the camera is referred to in a classical SCreans
play, it is treated as if it were a character, except that, by convention, yef.
erences to characters are capitalized only when they are iml'ﬂducgd’
whereas references to the camera are capitalized throughout. Tt i 5 lf i
every time we are called upon to take note of the camera, an introductioy
is performed, as though we had forgotten ever having encountered the;-f
camera before. The camera has been present all along, of course, but only

on such occasions does it call for acknowledgment. Part of what is then g

‘hard Leacock and ]o)’ce Chopra, A Happy Motherls Day (l 963)
irs. Fischer acknowledges the camera.

be acknowledged is that the camera has already, has always, been present,
The significant point here is that the vantage of the camera is always open
to being specified because, at every moment of every film, the camery
frames the view, and it always does so from some particular vantage, Thig But then, no longer willing or able to continue the pretense that she is
is an ontological condition of film. minterested in its interest in her, she deliberately meets the camera’s gaze

A transcription of a cinema-verité film could not be expected to with her own. At this moment, we feel that anything can happen, and
1e i ) (4

register every movement of a camera that is constantly in motion. Yet some rything is at stake. What does happen next, miraculously, is that Mrs,

movements of the camera would have to be noted and interpreted—per- Fischer breaks into a sly grin in recognition of the camera’s capacity to
5 Capd

haps because they are deliberate gestures, statements, on the part of the knowledge her.

filmmaker, perhaps because they are spontancous expressions in which the Then, as if authorized by Mrs. Fischer, and in secret conspiracy

sell of the filmmaker is especially tellingly revealed. vith her, Leacock’s camera pans from person to person in the hall finding

For example, in the climactic passage of Richard Leacock and bliviousness in the eyes of all the people gathered to honor this woman
. e $ Woma

Joyce Chopra’s A Happy Mother’s Day (1963), a South Dakota woman ey do not really know. Unless a transeription notes and characterizes
‘ ‘ [ ] o « © = £y
th &) o 4 e :

Hese gestures of the camera, the power and meaning of this wondrous

assage is lost,

who has given birth to quintuplets is stoically enduring a luncheon in her
honor. As an amateur soprano sings with a perkiness she takes for
sophisticated sauciness, Leacock’s camera dwells on the mother for whom

this luncheon is supposed to be, as one town booster puts it, “her own fun Within 1i |
Vithin limits, then, a cinema-verité film does X
: $5 i : ) > M n does ¢ ! " a tran-
time.” The camera remains on her so long that we may well begin to Seription i lav £ 0% FU i gtarn
1 in screenplay torm. In principle, such a transeripti
. ' . . . - ] ‘ . , such a transcerip 4 ave
wonder what, if anything, it can possibly hope to discover in her plain face: 1 l i

€N writte qar = s ) . .
g il I tten prior to the filming, and could have funetioned ae am oo
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[unetions in classical cinema. A cinema-verité film can always be img svoitld Belisve & . i

we never clieve I, were it not on film. That the cinems
to be a classical film. But can we imagine the reverse? Is it R ) . T Hemg-
# 1‘ - | ‘l o & | ; 13053113]3’ ethod, too, is capable of creating compelling, expressive, endless

imagine that a given classical iim was really unseripted, was really My arating and moving films is another inherenﬂy unpredictable fact

by the cinema-verité method? ' . ‘ Ak
z o . i _ . ' _ the world, and about film. In the fact of their unexpectedly felicitous
< There are special cases, of course, in which this can readj), . L . pes ous
Z A . , Y be ge, how can we not believe in miracles? m
e imagined: films designed to simulate the appearance of cinema.yey -

L

"y
o such as Mitchell Block’s No Lies (1973), or specialized classical filiyg Z
o . » .
) those of John Cassavetes in which the actors appear to be engaging g -
< extensively in improvisation that it seems the camera, too, must improyig «
— ) m
- giving rise to a cinematic style virtually indistinguishable, formally, e
3 that of cinema-verité. But what of classical films that are not special ¢gqq =

What would we say if someone claimed that Casablanca was really a gjpe.
ma-verité film, or The Philadelphia Story, or Gaslight, or Psycho? Ouy |
response would probably be that this is impossible, if only because, wigh
the available technology, no cinema-verité filmmaker could have shot, sg"
Psycho’s shower-murder sequence, with its instantaneous shifts of came: .
vantage. The same is true, if on a less dramatic scale, for any classical sequence
that employs analytical editing,

Apart from this problem, which is in a sense only a technical one,
the camera in a classical film always seems to know exactly where to be to
frame every action, and often seems to know this in advance, before the
action takes place. The filmmaker would have to possess godlike powe G
always to be in the right place at the right time, or else the filmmaker
would have to be the beneficiary of an incredible succession of implausi-
ble coincidences. Such a run of luck is not impossible, nor is it unimagin-

able. After all, it cannot be unimaginable for any given classical film to be

a cinema-verité film, because, as T have argued, every classical film is, in

fact, first imagined this way, first envisioned as a creation of chance and

whim, first envisioned as a cinema-verité film.

It would take a miracle for a classical film, so self-possessed a
composed, really to be nnscripted and undirected. Yet every maste
cinema-verité film, too, has a miraculous aspect. In every great cinema-
verité. moment, the filmmaker happens on a situation so sublimels

poignant, or so sublimely absurd, that we can hardly believe the stroke
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