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Meeting Two notes
Overview of the history and variety of documentaries and visual anthropology

[go through first part of Meeting One handout: What is ethnography?]
Visual Ethnography: a dynamic, performative view 
[Show a family photo] [Show a talking head]
· As cultural texts

· As representations of ethnographic knowledge

· As sites of cultural production, social interaction

· As sites of individual experiences that themselves form ethnographic fieldwork locales

Ethnography / Visual ethnography

a/ By being there, and through preparing documents, we turn pure critique (discourse of abstraction) into the process of “clarification.” In this respect, ethnography enables us to arrive at our final conclusion with concrete, observable, and therefore debatable, evidence.
b/ The key to ethnography is: being there (field presence), collecting, organizing & storing (creating documents), analysis (which results in narrativity)

c/ Visual Ethnography has two key aspects:

· Embrace visual representation (mediated artifacts) as equally researchable and worthwhile as many other human activities and objects: human beings conduct all kinds of activities, including creating visual objects that embody special means (to be objects of representation), i.e. the organization of meanings via perceptible forms

· The employment of visual technologies, such as video, film, photography, drawing, painting etc. has many consequences:
· This leads to classical questions of the degree of objectivity in note-taking and visual recording/representation, a comparison of the various modes of documentary film, and the qualitative differences between visual and written representation.

· Some erroneously construed questions & assumptions – such as the degree of objectivity, documentary film’s privilege in recording, the illusion of unobtrusive representation in either written or visual forms – can be abandoned right away
· The presence of the camera and what it means to the researcher and the subject raise many experiments and debates: Cinema Verite (French) + Direct Cinema (US) [can follow up with Frederick Wiseman’s work and works of Video Power]
· The opposition set up between the camera’s obtrusiveness and the note-taker’s quiet presence is only relative. (At least anxieties for the presence of the camera can be overcome by time: as subjects get used to the camera over a period of time, the camera may become more or more “invisible.” Or, one may say that the subjects’ impression management of themselves due to the camera’s presence is nothing more than one type of reality.)
· The uniqueness of visual documents: they invite and require extended observation and recording of details beyond site presence:

· A photograph is a more organized form of seeing (framing, depth of view, composition, exposure etc.): it highlights, selectively focuses, injects additional meanings… What about snapshots?
· Video, also producing organized viewing, engages us with the entire sensorium via sight and sound. It gives a much stronger impression of “full reality,” but does it really have to be the case?
Debatable distinctions

· Ethnographic film Vs Anthropological film:

	Ethnographic film:
	Anthropological film (Documentary films initiated in the context of anthropology):

	· Visual documentation

· the visual recording of some aspects of the reality observed by a researcher during fieldwork (field-notes by camera)
	· Like (writing) a book: 

· involves use of prior sources, conceptualized formalization and interpretation (filming + editing)


[Antononio Marazzi: “Ethnological and Anthropological Film: Production Distribution and Consumption,” in Senri Ethnological Studies 24, 1988]

Developments in visual anthropology

I. 1960s to early 1980s:

· The debates focused on whether visual images and recordings could usefully support the observational project of social science.

· Many social scientists resisted the use of the visual in ethnography: as a data collection method it was too subjective, unrepresentative and unsystematic.

Resistance - I.C. Jarvie, Social Anthropologist

· Ethnographic film is at best bad ethnography, allowing one to perceive only the visible surface of the ethnographic “real” and leaving most important data and analytic elaborations aside.

I.C. Jarvie rejects film as a true recording of culture: “There is no real external world of cultural facts independent of the observer which can be observed and categorized.”

[I.C. Jarvie, “Problem of the Ethnographic Real,” Current Anthropology 24, 1983, p. 315.]

Defendants for visual anthropology: Margaret Mead, John Collier, Becker…

· (Mead) Cameras left to film continuously without human intervention produced “objective materials.”
· (Collier and Becker) Call for systematic approach to photography (after social science): The photographic record can remain wholly impressionistic UNLESS it undergoes disciplined computing.

· (Asch, Marshall, and Spier)

“The aim of ethnographic film is to preserve…the structure of the events it is recording as interpreted by the participants. …The camera has position in both time and space, and therefore imposes a perspective on any action.  Turning the camera on and off is an automatic structuring of events, as determined by the bias of the camera operator.  Editing is another selection process and a second restructuring. …For an ethnographic filmmaker to be successful he must thoroughly understand his people, and he must do his best to let the indigenous structure guide him in his recording efforts.”

(Asch, Marshall, Spier, 1973: “Ethnographic Film: Structure and Function” in Annual Review of Anthropology 2. 179-80.)

II. 1980s:

More Defendants for visual anthropology: 

J. Clifford, Writing Culture (1986)

· Ethnographies themselves are constructed narratives, i.e. fictions

· Ethnographies as fiction ≠ ethnographies are opposed to the truth (they are false)

· Ethnographies as fiction => they cannot reveal or report on complete or whole accounts of reality (they only tell part of the story)

[J. Clifford, Writing Culture (1986)]
Clifford’s ideas help to create a favorable environment for the visual representation of ethnography –

· Emphasis on specificity and experience

· Recognition of the similarities between the constructed-ness and “fiction” of film and written text: this created a context where ethnographic film became a more acceptable form of ethnographic representation

H.J. Larson (1988) / David and Judith MacDougall

They began to consider the question of “reflexivity”:
· Larson used photography and images to learn about her informant’s views of reality through collaborative photography
· The MacDougall’s advocate mediation between anthropologists and informants via a reflexive ethnographic film style
III. 1990s:

Departure from the scientific-realist paradigms of a positivist scientific tradition:

· (MacDougall) Anthropologists in the 1990s began to come up with new principles which emerged as a result of fieldworkers’ own reflection on the use of a visual medium, i.e. non-verbal means: there was a shift from word-and-sentence-based anthropological thought to image-and-sequence-based anthropological thought (1997)

· This means “visual anthropology can never be either a copy of written anthropology or a substitute for it.” Alternative objectives and methodologies are required for anthropology.

Visual anthropology: the case of Maya Deren

(Avant-garde filmmaker/experimentation in visual anthropology)
Her concern:
A. Apparatus (the camera as a tool): exploring the material possibilities of the camera

B. Reflexivity
C. Ritual: the union of cultural FORM and CONTENT

A. Apparatus: exploring the material possibilities of the camera

· “impartiality and clarity of the lens” / “its precise fidelity to the aspect and texture of physical matter”: recording + referential transparency
· The key question for her lies not in whether the filmed subject matter has immediate direct reference or not in actuality

· “The fact that camera has such an obvious and important function as a recording instrument has retarded the definition and understanding of its function as a creative instrument.” (1943)

[Deren, The Legend of Maya Deren, 1942-47, p. 311]

· The need to transcend the recording capacities of the camera:

· Camera’s capacity of transfiguration of temporal complexes (Because of the capabilities of the camera, we are able to experience what we couldn’t have with our naked eyes and often impaired perception. Camera draws out the hiddenness of reality.)
· Form and content are mutually imbricated:

“If camera is to take its place besides the others as a full-fledged art form, it must cease merely to record realities that owe nothing of their actual existence to the film instrument. Instead, it must create a total experience so much out of the very nature of the instrument as to be inseparable from its means.” **inventive use of camera encouraged
[Deren, “Cinematography: the Creative Use of Reality,” in Daedalus (winter), 1960, p. 162.]

· Maya Deren’s persistence on experimentation of the film medium has inspired the development of documentary films in the U.S. as an avant-garde movement in the 1960s:


Direct Cinema

B. Reflexivity
a/ making film, at the same time reflecting upon the act of shooting; 

b/ showing what is filmed, at the same time showing how it is filmed; and

c/ presenting the work of film, at the same time calling attention to the fact that it is a film (the artificial character of filmmaking) 

i/ it cannot be taken as the same thing as the real world in which we live

ii/ we can freely use it for creative purpose: i.e. creative/inventive use of the camera
“Reflexivity” is often defined as the practice of enhancing the authorial presence:

“Reflexivity is the presence of explicit cues in a film that invite the spectators to think about how a film has been made and the assumption behind its making.” (Richard Allen, 1995) Explicit cues may include:
- VO commentary

- aural/visual acknowledgement of the filmmaker’s presence in the filming process

- representation of the material properties of film

- the process of its construction…
Reflexivity is to mobilize primary properties of film: the apparatus’ possibilities and complexities of self-representation..

John Collier:

Reflexivity = disruption of natural flow OR projection of opinion, cultural values

C. Ritual: union of cultural FORM and CONTENT: Moral commitment to aesthetic sensibility

Deren’s filming of rituals and dances in Haiti (1947-51) emphasized the morality of (artistic) form:

· Content is intrinsic to the form itself. 

· Form embodies moral attitudes.

· Content is so integral to the form that it can only be expressed in the particular form itself.

To Deren, ritual is similar to artistic form.

Ritual form captures the integrity of culture.

To capture ritual = to capture a culture

To study ritual as involving “the minimization of personal identity”

Her filming method: (e.g.)

· Heads left off screen to focus on feet, hands and drums: to save the image from any effect of individual personality or emotional affect.

· “conscious selection of a viewpoint for the camera that will evoke a particular reactions from the beholder of the finished movie” (e.g stop motion of the chicken feathers)

· Tilting of camera angle and camera movement: draw attention to the flow of movement of bodies…and to enhance rhythm

Filmmaker’s artistic sensibility

“The problem of the filmmaker then becomes not how to make a thing look like itself, so much as how to make it look like what he wants the audience to feel about it.  He must discover how to translate his emotion about something into a visual film expression.”

[Legend of Maya Deren, 1942-47, p. 300]

Other views on visual anthropology:
A. Deren: content-as-form + filmmaker’s personal artistic sensibility + commitment to the morality of form

B. Robert Flaherty / Dziga Vertov / Jean Rouch (early works): Bodily presence, being there, being inside/outside

C. Direct cinema: long duration (observation / continuous, extended, long-lasting observation

D. Cinema verite: intervention / Jean Rouch
Objective truth to Multiple truths: a shift in terms (modes of documentary truths)
Actuality ( Factual truth ( Truth of the sense ( Truth of abstraction ( Truth of thoughts and attitudes ( Truth of character
Screening List (excerpts):

Robert Flaherty:

Nanook of the North (1922, 64 min.)

Man of Aran (1934, 74 min.)
Dziga Vertov: The Man With The Movie Camera (1929)
Walter Ruttmann: Berlin, Symphony of a Great City (1927)
Jean Rouch:
Bataille sur le grand fleuve [Hippopotamus Hunt] (1950, 33 min.)

Cimetieres dans la falaise (1951, 18 min.)

Las Hurdes [Land without Bread] (Luis Bunuel / 1933)

Works by Maya Deren (1943-59)

[Fiction based on ethnographic research]
Cocorico! Monsieur Poulet [Cock-a-doodle-do, Mr. Chicken!] (Jean Rouch, 1974, 93 min.)

[Fiction manifesting the power of ethnography]

Jeanne Dielman: 23, quai du commerce, 1080 Bruxelles (Chantel Akerman, 1976, 201 min.)
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