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broadsheets, it has moved from the abstract and the philosophical ¢, the by,
man interest— the “people” story, long favored by television as the joutngli
of first resort. So we cover the war in Bosnia with stories about neighbom '\
war or the snatched meetings of separated families. '

And so it now is with factual drama— the small people in the frong o 48
frame play to illuminate the big issuc at the back. In drama it was ever ¢
and I don’t have a problem with that. Sean Deveraux is murdered iy, the up.
front story, and we gain an insight into the price of the arms trade; Gemm;
D’Arcy fights for life in the memorable scenes, and we grapple with issues of
nuclear power, children, and leukemia. It may be condemned ag “cultyry)

tourism” and questioned as exploitative or manipulative, but the program,

maker has strong public service clothes to his or her arguments.

Without those clothes, the human interest story is naked when picked ¢
by dramadockers, even when the journalists are among the most accomplished
and the dramatist honorable. It is no coincidence that Beyond Reason, having
been born at the Daily Mail, the slickest exponents of tabloid journalism, g
dered through the marshes around the ocean of checkbook journalism, .
duced some of the facts, intruded on the privacy and sensitivity of some of
those portrayed, had no public service clothes, and was brought to the screen
by one of the most commercially conscious of today’s broadcasters; no coinci-
dence that it led to a debate in the House of Commons, for the worst of rea-
sons, to a thousand column inches condemning the form, to multiple com-
phints to the regulators, and to a reinforcing battery of new rules and
restrictions on all of us.

As one very senior ITV executive told me recently: “We simply should never
have made it.”

We can still be in the golden age. That’s up to us. What we really have to
guard against is the journalist’s imperative and the dramatist’s vision being
thrown by either the journalist’s or the broadcaster’s guess at what the audience
wants and allowing that to become our sole determinant.

A cultural “market force,” if you like, is capable of pushing a perceived ap-
petite for human interest over the edge, shoving dramadocumentary out of
any golden age into a rapid dishonorable discharge.

hus_,;

Lies about Real People

Jerry Kuehl

here’s not much new to say about dramadocs, except that there sceﬁn to be
'ioi:e of them about these days, and they seem to be mcg:; g;p:}l:}} ;{ a;:r ;\;;r
t : i d the wide screen. Apollo 13, vod, JFK, ;

before. They've even invade e
. i Gump are only the latest produ
~ and even the bizarre Forrest ; e maleon
is kind of visual history can be. I should lay my .

' shown how popular this kin : : s G
b i Il such productions te

the table and say straightaway that, since a .
1 :l::l :cople the current popularity of dramadocs means that more lies are told
A : fore.
~ about more real people than ever be , _
L ab?’lzl k:::ter explgin what I mean by a dramadoc, and I'd bc;;ter explain l:vlslalt) I
: “lie.” i forms; though they are marked by
" mean by “lie.” Dramadocs come in many : N
i i 1d be nice to be able to say tha
~ certain family resemblances. It woul e or
- “pure” in distinguishing features, but there is no “p

pure” form they contain ! : gl i
i y du Duc de Guise, made in y
~ One of the very earliest was L Assassinat . ‘ Aot
i i ; he film was “based,” as we would say nowadays,

~ Paris company Films D’Art. T . ; : -
@ i from French history.” Acting sty
- “on a true story of an episode .
1 Cilanged so we see the playlet as an over-the-top melodrama_althougb it :ﬁf
~ praised at the time for the sobriety of its performances—.and we sSeenlt wThc
out dialogue, too, although its score was written by Camille Saint-Saéns.
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scene, as filmed, shows actors pretending to be Othel: people—identifiable
other people; in other words, impersonators. Tlhe conspirator who plunged the
knife, the false friends who lured the duke to his rendezvous, there they all are,
gloating over their deed. - i .

That’s one kind of dramadoc: a mute representation of a well-known hjs.
torical episode. This assassination creates serious problems, 1111c11ilentla:lly, for
anyone trying to reproduce it faithfully. After all, we 'know only that the duke
was stabbed, not where or how many times. But that is the one thmig the cam-
era cannot avoid showing unless cutaways are used ('but Fhf:y hadn’t been in-
vented yet) or unless the assassin masked his deed w1t1.1 his body (bu't for‘ him
to have done that, he would have had to mask th'e hemousnessi of his crime),

Georges Mélies’s 1902 Le Couronnement du Roi E'dauam' Vil is not. an imag-
inative reconstruction of events in the distant past like the assassination of the
duke. The Coronation of Edward VII is a meticu!ous' recosistruiction of a con-
temporaneous event. Today we would call ita collection of edmj:d hl_ghhghts.
Mélits took the best advice—Lord Esher’s. The lord chamb.crlz’m.l, h'1msel'f ex-
plained the finer points of the ceremony (although the klflgs l.ndlSpC)Sltlon
forced the ceremony to be foreshortened—not for the first time life refused to
imitate art). The scene was so contemporary, in fact, the program was [}mﬁe
before the event took place so that it could be first .shown the cvem}?g o the
coronation, and its publicity carefully called attention to the fact that it was
not the real thing. Here is what Méliés and his English collaborator Charles
Urban said:

Since the lighting inside the Abbey does not pcrmi.t moving plCtLllleS tofbch
made, and in order to give audiences the opportunity to hav‘e an i c;bo what
this imposing ceremony was like, exactly as it was at'Westmmster A‘ ey, fwc
have produced at great expense: Number 6815.Spcc-1al: Rcconstrucnondo
the rehearsal of the Coronation of their Majesties King Edward VII an
Queen Alexandria. Produced under the direction of C. Urban, London,

and G. Mélics, Paris.

Here again, no sounds—apart from music—accompanied thj 1m1gieks‘;
Even so, the production exhibited many features common to f:lramzi1 oo:sc.mght
Apollo 13, its producers boasted of their lavish budget. Like Nzxon., tde)g s "
out the best technical advice; again, like Apo!lo.IS, they apologized tor i
inability to film on location. Like everyone, their film was made for mas

: o
diences. And like everyone, they got it wrong. The king saw the film, with the

" ¢ : e the
scenes omitted because of his illness, a few weeks later in the company
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;-'zo ducers. “What a wonderful machine the cinematograph is, Monsieur
Mélies,” he said. “It can even show things that aren’t there.”

~ Yer another kind of dramadoc features protagonists in real-life activities
;,reenacting roles. Some years ago when a British television company, Granada,
R concerned about human rights behind the Iron Curtain, it took up the
- case of the Sling family, one of the victims of the 1951 purge trials, which led
'-'i:O the death of Rudolf Slansky, the Czechoslovakian foreign minister, and of
 Oto Sling.

" The film it made was called Full Circle, and the family, which had since
- taken refuge in the West, was persuaded to act out how they had been arrested.

- This too caused difficulties. Marian was alive, but Otto Sling was of course
dead, and their two children had grown up. The secret police who arrested
 them came from Central Casting, and the jail to which they were taken was
on the outskirts of London not Prague. Marian Sling herself had grown older
in the meantime of course, but she was the same Sling—up 10 a point. She
' could no longer feign incredulity when the knock came at the door and could
not have undone all that had been done to her in the intervening years, but
given those restrictions she was the “same” Sling. Those who have seen the film
“might agree that she did not perform very well: she spoke English but rather
‘woodenly, unlike her “husband,” Otto, who was 2 professional actor. This
1 might seem bizarre, unless we accept that what convinces us about petfor-

-~ mances is not what convinces us about real life. In other words, she was an in-

-~ adequate performer of her own role; she could not convince us of her own abil-
ity to play herself with any conviction. The Sling phenomenon was true of
“those who had walk-on parts as well as those whose performances were the
center of the drama, but this should not surprise us. Actors and actresses are
‘prized for their skill at providing simulacra of real people, but a simulacrum is
not the thing itself, It wouldn’t make any difference, b

y the way, if Marian
Sling were shoehorned into a “real” 1952 Prague townscape, with its shabby

decor and its carefully preserved postwar Tacras and Skodas into which the vic-
tims were bundled. Authentic backgrounds, however carefully constructed,
cannot help here, any more than they can in Forrest Gump, not because the
decor is false but because the people are. Gump is a creature of the producer’s
imaginarion, just as Marian Sling is, twenty-five years after the event.

s this judgment too harsh? Does Marian Sling have nothing in common
With her own past? Nothing that’s visible at any rate. She is like Forrest Gump,
or rather Tom Hanks, only less skilled. The real-life baggage she carries is
ittelevant to the “story” she has to tell. Like Anthony Hopkins in the role

of

Richard Nixon, she isn't even a very convincing look-alike. At least had
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fance it. And anyhow, such shows are very unlikely to contain the dramaric
-~ punch that dramadocs need— the beginning, middle, and end so indispensable
(o their pace. Processes are not as lively as episodes. A further difficulty arises
~ when the significance of episodes only reveals itself after the event. The Slings’
 arrest was a case in point: only their subsequent trearment by the Czech secret
] Po[icc and their flight to the West (and their continued faith in communism)
‘made them worthy of Granada’s interest.

It should be clear by now why I believe that dramadocs tell lies about real
R p cople. But let me spell it out: because they do not tell the truth. To say of
: 'something that it is the case when it is the case is to tell the truth about it. To
 say of something that is not the case thar it is the case, or to say of something

that is the case when it is not the case is to lie. Harsh words. Might it not be
' more prudent to be softer? To say that Nixon and JFK were “cconomical with
 the truth” by omitting lines of dialogue that threw doubt on Oliver Stone’s
Et‘;lc.c:trines? Or to say that tones of voice can’t really be said to lie, although they
:,;'nay mislead or prevaricate? Or to say that invented lines of dialogue, though
never spoken, were nevertheless “in character”? This is not where the problems
lie: they lie in that, once an episode has been recorded on film, any atctempt to
:.f'gpmducc that experience involves its perpetrator in deceit and dishonesty—
Cin short, in lying about it. But what if that is exactly the point? What if doing
dramadocs licenses the producer, in his or her view, to get the best of both
~worlds? To claim the power of the moving image without accepting the seri-
ous responsibilities that go with the job of being a visual historian. Once lib-
erated from the necessity of telling the truth, imagination and fantasy can take -
rein. They are limited only by the audience’s credulity. Thus where
ranada, still favoring dissenters, made a dramadoc about the 1968 Czech re-
ming Prime Minister Dubék, the whole film was in English, except for the
last scene. When the eponymous hero arrived at the opera, the “audience” sang
country’s national anthem in Czech. Stalin could take off time from his |

sy schedule to fly to Betlin to review his troops and bless Alexei and
atasha. This may be uncomfortable for dramadoc
, but there is,

- being taken into custody in 1950 she
Cam{;;a; beei:;lii?ﬁ:;ﬁf:ﬁi?}flis somgcthing Mr. Hopl.cins, for ?ll of hig
VI(.O;; a:}leactor could never manage when asked to p la!y Richard le >
N ol f )esture and falseness of appearance drive authent{cu?/ from
Falsencss OTE'S is why those who admire these forms of dramaric life fmd
docudfamaf- ial ;ouches of verisimilitude so entrancing. The Fall of Ii:er[zn, a
the -most trivia 49, is monumental in its tackiness. It shows Adolf Hitler og.
Soviet film of 1949, is ult of the July bomb plot the previous yzar, Joseph
tatiously limping too (as a result .Of his cl.ub foot), and Winston
el oeaiosly sporin -y g i i hy ll madeup i
enisode in which Joseph Stalin flies Fo Berlin to y on
kit gmte.squfi IEI tasha, the young hero and heroine. Aﬂth,ony.lfbp . ha}ls
of Alexel‘ al:i fi 'iis ol-trayal of Nixon on the strength of hl.s ability to mimic
be.f:ﬂ p,ral-S : ocll mafnerisms, but reproducing mannerisms is only part of th.e
le;n;:)tspaifessional impersonator can do that, although even they get it
RIULY - : itler right.
wrong. Not even Ch?:lfiiz giﬁ:goéitfjﬂ;t flmentably is in their treatment
O.n . Oftl-lesa rfa;:vms anachronisms, cultural idiocies of all sorts point to
! dlaloguz Oree intra:ctable difficulties. Since modern dramadocs .rely on the
broadr aifl mod cameras capable of recording “otiginal” events in the firs
ﬂf”enf;;)u i:;l:ld chink it would be vital to hear what was uttered as well as
place,

i uttered. The
what was shown. But scripts are poor guides to what has been y

how pauses or false starts. And
i i rhythm, nor do they s :
do not show intonation or rhythm, B e oty ob

i rotago
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o pro'p(:’r%(()/n’oe not left with much: actors who can’t get it r}lght even whefl
il etilernselw:s the protagonists; dialogues that don't get it r];ght ei-
o they lack verisimilitude; decors that fail to convince ec;‘;u:’:
t}iliz;"r:itfiiably};ut of period. Yet despite these handicaps, dramadocs ha
t
nc‘l;er E:cgi?:;eofzg:;?; but because of these defects. Rlemembtie:r th;\.t dr%r:;
doc: 1:1rci:‘storics based on real events but cripplc.d by their lacll;(L cr:; 1;}; 3 folé
- vortray real events because, if they did, there wou oo '
can never p Pidls Ye were no dramadocs, what would be left? Just real eve ,th |
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gl erned this kind of filmmaking since thfi days o I] ,
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tentatiously limping as a res

producers who try awfully
to my mind, no fundamental difference between the luna-
of Catherine the Great (“You can't do that sort of thing. This is the eigh-
th century”) and the up-to-date inanities of
Irelevant when the difficulty is logical.
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Wood have drawn larger audiences if it had shown the pornographic films

. hich he devoted his last years? Were fans of JFK offended by Oliver Stone’s
ECentric views abour the pres

Nixon. Earnestness of purpose

conventions that have gov

ident’s not very ambiguous attitude toward
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Vietnam? Professional historians, who malke up an infinitesimal Proportion op
the audience for the film, weren't impressed, but they don’t weigh very h eavill
in the scales. 1

It should be clear by now that the only thing that authentic moving imag..
of representations of reality have going for them is their authenticiry, g, the
only reason for preferring authentic images is that they're authentic, Thatr

clearly isn’t enough for some spectators. Why should we prefer the authenyj,
to the, well, what? Approximate? Uncertain? Mythic? I think the attraction of. .

authentic images is, and can only be, that they are what they purport o be,
Not everyone is impressed by this. Historians are interested in telling true stq.
ries about the past, and visual historians are interested in answering questiong
about the past wich the help of moving images. Verifiable images are the

bedrock on which telling the truth about the past is based. But not everyope

is interested in the past or in telling true stories.
Now, there are many kinds of historians. A historian of drama may well be

interested in the lives of actors and may well find Anthony Hopkins’s portraya] -

of Nixon of interest as an example of his approach to a challenging role. But 4
historian of the Nixon presidency is unlikely to find anything at all of interes
in Oliver Stone’s cranky views, although a historian of popular culture might,
But neither Hopkins nor Stone can add anything to our knowledge of the his-
torical Nixon, Hopkins because he has nothing to say, and Stone because the
source of his knowledge is Hopkins. Historians are concerned about the real
Richard Nixon not about make-believe figures. This is what distinguishes real
historians from those who only play ac it.

We're getting at last to the heart of the problems. What is at stake is noth-
ing less than the old, inconclusive struggle between those who are interested -

in history and those who are interested in fiction. Troubles begin and tempers
rise when the two are confused. There is no need for this of course, but it
would require a modesty on the part of fiction filmmakers that they seem un-
likely to accept. All they need do is revive an ancient disclaimer: “Any resem-
blance between the characters portrayed in this film and any person, living or
dead, is purely coincidental.” That would disarm critics, including myself, but
the cost would be very high. Who would go out of his or her way to see a film
deal with an unnamed Southeast Asian country by explaining that an un-
named American “president” was preparing to withdraw his unnamed Amet-
ican advisers, when he was assassinated by a shadowy group representing
powerful interests. Or flock to see a space capsule crippled by power failure. It
would be honest, but I can’t see it happening.

Part Two

Docudrama at Work: Practice and Production

though there has recently been some growth in theatrical production, tele-
vision is still—in the late nineties—the key medium for presenting docu-
a to the public. This section looks at some of the implications and rami-
fications of that situation and, in particular, at the way a docudrama progresses
through the U.S. system. Although it looks briefly at production parameters

on. It examines the filmmaker’s ability to tap into that power and the con-
traints that social, commercial, and advertising pressures exert on docudrama
duction, often leading to the submission to the lowest trends in public
aste, or even to censorship,

I chose George F. Custen’s “Hollywood and the Research Department” to
open the discussion because he gives us a good understanding of some of the
ollywood rules for making biopics before the advent of television. What he

t?arly shows is that, while lip service was paid to truth and research, every-
thing was subordinate to creating good mass entertainment, usually according
'a Zanuck formula. If the truth was awkward, as in the case of Cole Porter’s
mosexuality, then omit it in favor of the “created” classic love story. Custen
also reminds us how extensively the Breen rules and the production code
Worked against the interests of truchful biography. »

4 Custen also makes us consider what, in the thirties and forties, constituted
acceptable life in Hollywood terms. Heading this category were great politi-
cians like Abraham Lincoln and Benjamin Disraeli— after their biographies

’. ad been suitably sanitized by the scriptwriters. Also included in the list were
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