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It’s a well known fact that non-fiction storytelling does
much more than recount events and stir our imaginary
powers. Storytelling is a way of survival. It both helps us
understand our reality and shapes it as well. When we
alter our stories, we alter our pasts and our futures. Being
someone that gets to tell stories is a powerful position, a
priviledge and a great responsibility.
In this last issue of the print version of DOX Magazine,
the focus is on storytelling and the challenge of the
storyteller’s position. More than 30 years ago Glorianna
Davenport started experimenting with multiple points
of view in her interactive documentary New Orleans in
Transition. A big part of her interactive work was driven by
a desire to democraticise the process of filmmaking.
Many of the filmmakers and artists present at the 60th
Flaherty Film Seminar this year also experiment with telling
stories that challenge the privileged position of the maker.
They work very consciously to produce stories derived
from the potentially exploitative filmmaker. The collective
CAMP work communally and produce films with a unique
language that is not entirely readable to the uninitiated.
But the initiated are not the academics well versed in film
theory. They are the sailors who can read the oceans or the
Palestinians who can read the old city of Jerusalem.
The responsibility of the stories we tell, how we tell
them, and who gets to tell them, has always been a crucial
issue for DOX Magazine. DOX has been dedicated to the
creative storytelling of the real, the creative documentary,
for almost 20 years and more than
100 issues. This dedication doesn’t
stop with the last printed version
of DOX, but will continue on new
platforms.
I have thoroughly enjoyed the work as Editor in Chief of
DOX Magazine. It has been a privilege to work with creative
and inspiring filmmakers and film professionals from all
parts of the world and the people who have generously
contributed to the magazine. A special thanks goes to the
writers, the fibre of the magazine, some of whom have
been with DOX from the very beginning. Another special
thanks goes to my inspiring and dedicated colleagues of the
EDN, who have made invaluable contributions. Last, but
not least, I thank my wonderful team: my hardworking
and talented assistant Laura Bonde, and the queen of
typography, graphic designer Agnete Schepelern.

Thank you all! _
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Times they are changing

ON TO
GREENER
PASTURES!
The media landscape and documentary industry are rapidly changing and so are
the objectives of EDN and DOX Magazine. Director Paul Pauwels bids the print version
of DOX Magazine farewell and welcomes EDN’s response to new challenges ahead.

WORDS PAUL PAUWELS

I

n every person’s life there comes a moment when one has to
do something that one would have loved to avoid. Writing
this article is such a moment for me. It’s a bitter feeling that the
very first text that I’m writing for the magazine will also be the
last. This issue will be the final one to leave the printing press and
to land on your desk. A long tradition comes to an end.
Over the past decades, many contributors have given their
very best to make DOX a welcome guest in the offices and
houses of documentary aficionados world-wide, and I think
it’s only fair that I use this opportunity to send them all a very
warm “thank you”. I want to address a special word of thanks
to the current Editor-in-Chief Vibeke Bryld to whom we owe
a lot. The many congratulatory messages that we received
after she took the helm are proof of that. Then why stop
publishing now? There are two main reasons for my decision.
The first one is of a financial nature. The magazine has
never been a profit yielding initiative and in fact it was never
intended as one. In pre-digital times and in a media era during
which the independent documentary sector was becoming
an important instrument of cultural and social value, there
was a need for a magazine that would inform about the
different aspects of documentary filmmaking and enthuse
the reader about this powerful form of expression. To inform
and to inspire, that was DOX’ mission and that objective has
been met. EDN was proud to supply the financial means
to make this happen. However, the times have changed.
The documentary genre has secured its rightful place in the
media landscape and many different channels and platforms
digitally distribute opinions, facts and figures better than a
printed medium can do. Being the director of EDN, I now
had to consider whether it made sense to continue to invest
in publishing DOX and I had to conclude that it did not.

But I did not take the decision to take DOX off the
market for financial reasons only. There has always been
an objective link between the philosophy of EDN and the
content of the magazine. Over a period of 18 years, the
EDN has grown into the respected organisation that it is
today. Close to 1000 members continue to be proof of that.
Congratulations are due for the team members who made
this happen every day. But nothing ever stays the same
and this goes for EDN too. To stimulate networking and
knowledge within the documentary sector is still a primary
action point for EDN but our members are now facing new
challenges in a fast-changing media environment. On top of
aspects like informing and inspiring, EDN will spend a lot
of energy on defending the documentary genre in the ultracompetitive (but often under-financed) media landscape and
on becoming an advocate of its members and their interests.
This added objective – approved by the EDN Executive
Committee – calls for a new strategy and adapted tools, and
in all honesty I had to conclude that DOX Magazine doesn’t
fit with this new objective..
So today I’m saying farewell to a long-time companion
who leaves the playing field with honour and head held high.
From the moment I became Director of EDN, I’ve made a
point of reaching out to the members and invite them to stay
in close touch with us. I’m pleased to say that many of them
accepted this invitation and regularly fed us with information
and contacted us with questions. During the past year I have
had the possibility to travel and to meet many documentary
filmmakers at markets, festivals and workshops and to discuss
the issues that concern them. These conversations confirmed
the need for EDN to change course and, safeguarding what
we built up in the past, to actively represent the multi6

faceted genre on all levels, both politically and culturally.
EDN is accepting that challenge. Bear with us over the next
months when the EDN staff will take some time to reflect on
practical ways to set out this new course and how to further
enhance direct communication with our members. This time
of reflection doesn’t mean that EDN comes to a stand still –
quite the opposite.
Increasingly it becomes clear that the future of quality
documentary is to be found in co-production. Finding
funding on a national level only is becoming a real challenge
and in spite of the increasing trend towards nationalism
and even regionalism, producers and directors are obliged
to cross borders to secure financing for their projects. Now,
they need to do this in a Europe that is still far from being
united and they have to find their way in a maze of national
laws, rules and regulations that are often conflicting and
self-protective. With the launch of the EDN Co-production
Guide we have taken a first step towards mapping these laws
and regulations and it is our intention to use this information
to create an action that will lead to a real European policy for
the development, financing, production and distribution of
documentaries.
There’s also another aspect that the traditional documentary
community is confronted with: the DIY generation. How
do we deal with - and how do we represent - the rapidly
expanding community of people who make and distribute
documentaries outside of the traditional system? Are they
foes or friends? From a democratic point of view we can only
applaud this phenomenon, but there are many dangers and
threats linked to this situation, certainly in the cases where the
boundaries between both worlds are fading. This issue should
not be approached from a technological, organisational or
financial standpoint alone. The philosophical elements that
are linked to it are maybe even more important than the pure
tangible aspects.
EDN intends to invest time and energy in dealing with
these issues. During the recent Sunny Side of the Doc, I
moderated a debate about the main problems with which
producers and directors are confronted today. I presented
the results of a modest survey that I had sent out to the
EDN members. The points mentioned above were part of
the responses. The many professionals attending the debate
confirmed the findings of the survey. The general opinion was
that something needs to be done, it needs to be done now
and it needs to be done on an international level.

These are not mere words. Initiatives are being taken.
During the Italian Doc Screenings next October, several
national organisations of producers/directors will meet
to discuss an agenda for joint action and to investigate
how EDN can take on a role as an umbrella organisation,
becoming the forceful voice of the documentary community,
proving itself to be a trustworthy partner in the development
of a documentary policy on a European level. This first
meeting of national organisations is the first step towards
an international symposium in Brussels in 2016 on the
subject of European Documentary in a fast-changing media
environment (working title). In collaboration with the media
departments of several European universities, and with the
support of international experts, EDN has already started
working on organising this event that will also celebrate
EDN’s 20th anniversary. Make sure to join us there.
Although I had to start this article with sad news, I’m
happy that I can end it with a positive vibe. Saying farewell
to DOX Magazine is not a defeat, but an essential element of
the development of our association into EDN 2.0, aiming to
serve the documentary community better than ever before.
Long live documentary. _

edn news

EDN’s Talent grant
During the closing ceremony of the Sarajevo Film Festival
the Romanian/Serbian filmmaker Sinisa Dragin was
presented with The EDN Talent Grant.
The Jury’s statement was as follows:
“The EDN Talent Award goes to The Forest by Sinisa
Dragin for the overall artistic approach to a very difficult
subject: the problematic relationship between Romania and
Tito’s Yugoslavia after WWII. With engaging and challenging
storytelling, and the original use of film archives, the
filmmaker uses both the documentary and fictional
languages in a highly effective way.”
The EDN Talent Grant is created in cooperation between
the Sarajevo Film Festival and EDN with the purpose of
supporting promising new documentary filmmakers from
the East European region._
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IN FOCUS: Nainita Desai

IN FOCUS: Nainita Desai

Translating Reality:
The Emotional Soundscape
of Documentary

A

The art of manipulation is a subtle one. It was an art explored
in Nainita Desai’s Soundology: a practical class in composing for factual film
called “Perfect Harmony: Composed Music Scores for Docs”
at Sheffield Doc/Fest 2014.

WORDS SIMRAN HANS
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prolific composer and expert in sonic branding,
Desai discussed the craft of manipulating the truth
through music to create drama. Using case studies
from her own extensive portfolio of documentary
film and television work to show how music makes a
difference in every stage of production, Desai talked her
audience through the composer’s role, from development to
green lighting to post-production.
As a child, Desai was musically inclined (and multitalented), studying the sitar, piano, guitar, tabla and violin. As
a young woman, she obtained a degree in Maths at university
– perhaps a logical extension of her predilection for precision,
patterns and numbers. However, the adult Desai ended up
pursuing a creative career, going on to study music technology
and later attending the National Film and Television School
where she first forayed into the fields of sound design and
musical engineering. After film school, Desai worked as a
sound designer, collaborating with directors such as Werner
Herzog and Bernardo Bertolucci, great film auteurs that
formed her creative foundation.
She also did a stint at Peter Gabriel’s Real World Studios
where she met session bass player Malcolm Laws. Two
individuals with creative ambitions – namely the dream
to write music for visuals – the pair formed Soundology
twenty years ago. Together, they have worked on hundreds of
projects, from award-winning documentary films to factual
television dramas and everything in between.
The function of music is to help tell the story, says Desai.
In the world of factual film, raw reported footage may shed
light on events that have taken place. But it is often the music
that shades in the emotional detail. In HBO’s award-winning
Children of Beslan (dir. Ewa Ewart and Leslie Woodhead,
2005), harrowing images of children, graveyards and weeping
grandparents tell of the three-day siege that saw more than
a thousand Russian children starved and held hostage, and
hundreds more murdered. However, it is Desai’s score that
brings the film alive, her haunting strings conjuring an eerie
sense of foreboding while somehow managing to capture an
innocence stolen from the children in question.
Desai talks about how music shapes a film’s narrative,
gently guiding the viewer’s emotions. However, in order
to elicit the intended emotional response, the director and
composer must speak a similar language. Desai’s advice for
fledgling directors who aren’t quite sure how to describe the
kind of music they envision for their films is to know how
you want your audience to feel, and discuss this as you would
discuss these ideas to your film editor. Discuss the music
in terms of the narrative of the scene, factoring in energy,
movement and emotion. It is the composer’s job to translate
and communicate the film’s message, something at which

Desai has gotten very good. Her score for The Day Kennedy
Died (Leslie Woodhead, 2014) is subtle and restrained, glossy
and American, chilling, authoritative, intelligent. It sounds
like – and indeed, it is – a tense political thriller. “I tend to
write about 87-88 minutes of music in a 90-minute film for
Woodhead – wall-to-wall music – very much crafted around
dialogue”, she says. The film went on to be nominated for
Best Single Doc BAFTA and an RTS Nomination for Best
Music.
As a composer
you don’t want to do a pastiche
Of course, there are challenges that every composer faces.
Desai not only warns of the creative challenges of perfecting
pacing and flow, but the practical challenges of budget and
scheduling. One good way to deal with these issues, she says,
is to leave ample time to experiment, not to leave everything
until the edit. Advising creatives to allow themselves to explore
various options might not seem like revolutionary advice, but
Desai’s commitment to experimenting is something that sets
her apart from her peers. As part of her masterclass, she shared
three different versions of a theme she wrote for Channel 4’s
Jon Barrowman’s Pet Hospital (2014). “It’s basic psychology”,
she says. If you give a director a choice, they’ll choose.
The bouncy, playful music that Desai wrote for Jon
Barrowman’s Pet Hospital is a style of music that features
in many observational documentaries (affectionately
nicknamed ‘ob-docs’ by Desai). She calls this “plinky-plonky
syndrome”, citing Channel 4’s My Baggy Body (2014) as a
key example of the genre. However, Desai is not dismissive
of recurring musical trends and tropes. Rather, she sagely
advises composers to consider what commissioning editors
might expect, and more importantly, what the audience
might expect.
She warns of “temp love – an evil, vicious disease that occurs
when the director falls in love with the temp track.” Temp
tracks – as in both temporary and template – are useful when
trying to recreate an impression. Desai suggests composers
try their hand at creating their own temp music, using
films with a similar demographic as a guide. However, as a
composer “you don’t want to do a pastiche”, so it’s important
to adapt rather than parody, both for copyright reasons, and
for the sake of the film. She recalls being asked to lift from
Hans Zimmer’s score for The Da Vinci Code (Ron Howard,
2006) to use as a temp track for the opening sequence of
David Suchet on the Orient Express (Chris Malone, 2010).
All lush, green rolling hills and majestic aerial shots, it’s easy
to understand why Desai drew inspiration from Zimmer’s
“understated epic” of a score. >
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IN FOCUS: Nainita Desai
Sometimes though understated isn’t on the menu.
Occasionally, Desai is asked to write wall-to-wall music,
music that changes every 15 seconds. A typical sixty-minute
documentary will contain 30-45 music cues. For one
series, she wrote a bespoke library of over 130 themes, plus
variations. Each episode had over a hundred adapted music
cues,three times that of the average doc.
For this particular project, the senses are bombarded
by the sheer amount of music and sound effects as well as
breathlessly fast cutting and an assault of different images. It’s
not a matter of taste, but rather about the individual needs
of a film.
Desai’s parting wisdom was to never forget that composing
is collaboration. “Your job is not to serve your own ego.
Teamwork is absolutely crucial because your ultimate goal is
to serve the film. As an artist, a musician, a creative, you have
to put your own musical ego aside because you’re doing what
you can to serve the director’s vision.” _

IN FOCUS: Nainita Desai
Children of Beslan
Directed by Ewa Ewart, Leslie Woodhead
UK, 2005, 60 minutes
The Day Kennedy Died
Directed by Lorraine McKechnie, USA, 2013
9/11: Day That Changed The World
Directed by Leslie Woodhead, UK, 2011, 94 minutes
John Barrowman’s Pet Hospital
UK, 30 x 15 minutes
The Da Vinci Code
Directed by Ron Howard
USA, Malta, France, UK, 2006, 149 minutes
David Suchet on the Orient Express
Directed by Chris Malone , UK, 2010, 60 minutes
The Day They Dropped the Bomb
Directed by Leslie Woodhead, UK, 2015, 46 minutes

Q&A

Filmmaking is all about collaboration. In Soundology
you work with a partner. What is it like to co-compose something?
Being a TV or film composer can be very isolating. What’s great
about having someone else to work with on a daily basis is that we
feed ideas off each other. It’s also a faster process working with
someone. Not because there’s physically two of us but because of
the editorial process. Yes, I’m very much a conceptualist and an
instigator when it comes to ideas and Malcolm Laws is very good
at being able to translate what I’m describing with a musical
instrument. Very often, I will sit down and write the basic ideas, and
sketch things out structurally, and then he’ll come in and we’ll start
adding layers and improvising and experimenting.
To translate the director’s vision is a very difficult thing to do.
You have to turn something abstract, that doesn’t exist yet, into
something that’s real and tangible.
You have to be a bit of a mind reader and a psychologist!
I always say to filmmakers, “Don’t speak in terms of music… Speak
to me on an emotional level, speak of the tone and the pacing, and
the way it’s been edited.” My job is to try and translate that into
musical terms, whether it be a big beautiful sweeping orchestral
piece of music or something intimate and delicate. And the same
thing goes for the musical palette. I try and create a unique identity
for the film with the music just as much as the director is shaping
the film with its own visual voice.
In terms of relating those ideas in the initial discussions with a
director, how do you go about developing that sort of language
as a composer?
One of the very common ways of working now, especially with
scheduling pressures and deadlines, is to use temp tracks in the
edit, inspired by existing music, whether that be soundtracks,
library music or even the composer’s own back catalogue. It’s a
visceral, instant way to communicate ideas to the composer.

Because you’ve worked on so many different types of projects,
your back catalogue is extremely diverse. Do you feel like you’ve
been able to maintain a consistent style that draws collaborators
and clients to work with you again and again?
I’ve actually tried very hard over the last 20 years to be as diverse
as possible, because what can happen very easily is that people like
to put you into a box, that all you can do is a particular style of
music. But despite the wide variety of music that I can write, I still
have an inner musical voice that comes out. Many composers tend
to specialise in a certain area. Of course, I have specialised – my
career has channeled towards largely working in the documentary
field which is huge. I’m very fortunate in that I have been able to
straddle all these different worlds.
What is it about documentary that you’re drawn to?
As much as I love all aspects of storytelling in narrative, fiction,
nonfiction, what I love about documentary is that for me it really is
true real life drama. And so it’s great to be involved in projects that
are very often worthy, important stories that need to be told and
brought to a wider audience. Creatively, I find that very stimulating.
What do you think is the difference between writing music for a
documentary as opposed to writing music for a fiction feature?
There isn’t too much of a difference because I approach it in the
same way. I approach drama and documentary in a very thematic
way. You have to create a coherent voice for the character and
the film, whether that be drama or documentary. The beauty of
documentary is that quite often I’m writing for a series, not just a
one-off film, so there is a longer period of time in which to develop a
broad musical language and create a strong identity for that series.
Can I ask you to sum up a couple of career highlights over the
past 20 years?
A project that really stood out for me was 9/11: The Day that
10

Changed the World directed by Leslie Woodhead because, although I’d
been working with him for quite a few years on various projects, it was
a culmination of what I’d been working towards. It was nominated
for a BAFTA and I found the experience very liberating because it
developed a trust between director and composer. He gave me total
creative freedom, which in a way can be quite scary. When you’re
suddenly given an open book and you can write whatever you want,
that can be more daunting than being given a rigid brief from the
filmmaker.
The very first project that I did was the Lonely Planet travel series
for Channel 4 in 1995, and that was very memorable for me because
it was the first proper film that I scored. It was very much a baptism by
fire because I’d never done it before, and it was an incredible learning
process – learning how to write to picture, take a scene and craft
music around the it, etc.
What’s next for you?
I’ve just finished a batch of projects for BBC, ITV, C4 and C5 which
have been very exhausting. I’m just finishing off the last week of
The Mekong with Sue Perkins for BBC2. I just finished The Day They
Dropped the Bomb, again with Leslie Woodhead, which won’t be
shown on ITV and Smithsonian until summer 2015. Last week, I just
finished a beautifully crafted documentary for ITV called Executed to
mark the 50th anniversary of the end of the death penalty in Britain.
And I’m just starting two three-part series for the BBC, People of the
Seas (about the islands of the Pacific) and another called Living With
Nomads which is being filmed in Siberia, Mongolia and East Africa.
Do you usually work on so many projects at once?
Yes, I find it keeps me on my toes creatively. If I only wrote in
one musical style, I would feel very stagnant, and end up repeating
myself all the time. What I love is going from one project to another
constantly. Because they’re all so different there’s no fear of overlap.
I’m a workaholic in that respect. _
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favourites
Paul Pauwels is the Director of the EDN.
Previously, he was Managing Director for the Belgian production company, Congoo bvba. He has a long track record
of working with international documentary co-productions from both a commissioning editor and production point of
view. He has been the Managing Director of the media academy ETMA, commissioning editor for the Belgian public
service broadcaster VRT, and has 30 years of experience with producing documentaries for the both national and
international markets.

1
The magus
Directed by Anders Østergaard
Denmark, Sweden, 1999, 57 minutes
This documentary was sent to me by a Danish producer who wanted
to lure me into a coproduction of a film that was to be directed
by the same director. I was convinced that I would decline the
offer. I didn’t know Anders and the subject of his former film did
not interest me: a biopic of a deceased Swedish jazz piano player.
However, I decided that out of politeness I would watch five minutes
and then call it a day. I ended up being enthralled by the film and
absolutely loved it. What appealed to me was the very imaginative
and delicate style of storytelling. This documentary made me happy,
and actually I’ve often used it as an anti-depressant. Often when
I’d feel bad, I’d watch the opening sequences and I’d be OK again.
I’ve shown the scenes to many people and the effect is always the
same: happiness galore. And yes, I did coproduce Anders’ next film.

2
Steam of Life
Directed by Joonas Berghäll, Mika Hotakainen

Steam of Life

Emotion and the element
of surprise
Director of EDN, Paul Pauwels, shares some of his favourite documentaries
from his many years in the documentary world.

S

electing my five favourite documentaries turned out to
be a more painful task than I had imagined. Trying to
do it in a focused way, I failed miserably. Salvation came
while working on a support application. While concentrating
on figures and strategy decisions, suddenly names and images
started to pop up of documentaries that had moved me. I was
reminded how in a 30-year long career, emotion has always
been an important part of my relationship to documentary.

I’ve never felt the urge to tell a story myself but always
enjoyed the number crunching and lobbying that would
allow other people to tell theirs. Other elements I was always
looking for were a good story and an element of surprise
which are exactly the elements I discovered in the following
documentaries (with apologies to the many runners-up that
I could not include).
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Finland, 2010, 85 minutes
This film had been in my digi-box for quite a while before I found the
time to watch it. I had seen the project pitched and my expectations
where high. I was not disappointed. It was a rainy and grey Saturday
afternoon when I pushed “play” and I was immediately drawn into
the heart-warming reality of the sauna culture of Finland. The
documentary is beautifully shot, often in impossible circumstances
(next time I see Joonas I have lots of technical questions for him) and
I was flabbergasted by the directors’ intelligent choice of characters
and the way they managed to make them speak about the most
intimate moments of their lives and the wounds in their souls. The
film also pays homage to friendship and to the simple things in
life. There is no traditional story development but every scene has
its own dramatic arc and it all blends beautifully together. By the
end, I was left with tears in my eyes and I gave in to the urge of
immediately sending an email to the directors to share my feelings.
If we would have been in a sauna together I would have talked and
talked and talked. But alas, I was in Belgium and it rained, and
Joonas was in Russia.

3
51 Birch Street
Directed by Doug Block
Germany, USA, 2005, 90 minutes .
Like Paulus on his way to Damascus I was blown off my horse – well,
off my sofa actually – when I watched this film many years ago. I
had not met the director yet, and it was more of a coincidence that I
made time to sit and watch. And enjoy! Within a couple of minutes
I was completely sucked into this extremely well-told family story
that took me from one surprising situation to another, even if these

events were simply situated within the confines of a middle-class
American family. I felt like I was invited to join them and the same
sorrows and joys that befell the family members overcame me. I
found a lot of comfort and consolation in this film. It confirmed my
feeling that the beauty of we human beings lies in our weaknesses
and in the ability of those around us to forgive and – maybe to a
lesser extent – forget. I just loved the way family archives were used
to tell an endearing story.

4
Ne me quitte pas (Don’t Leave Me)
Directed by Sabine Lubbe Bakker,
Niels van Koevorden
Netherlands, Belgium, 2013, 107 minutes
I had to travel to the Zagreb Dox Festival to watch this film,
which was actually shot only 150 km from my home. I had not
come across it in the festival programme for, in all honesty, I did
not know about the film before arriving in Zagreb. On the festival
monitors I saw a scene that was so brutally funny that I made a
last-minute decision, skipped another screening and went to see
this masterpiece instead. Some call this doc an ode to failure (and
they mean that in a positive sense) but to me, it’s once again a
celebration of friendship and loyalty. This tragic comedy with two
main characters you’ll never forget is stronger than any fiction
film I’ve seen this year. Shot in a very economical way, using no
tricks and no special effects, the camera registers life at exactly
the right moments: documentary filmmaking at its purest. Kudos
to Dutch Public Broadcasters who still make it possible to produce
this kind of jewel. And any documentary with Françoise Hardy on the
soundtrack is bound to become a favourite of mine.

5
Forever Yours
Directed by Monica Csango
Norway, 2005, 52 minutes
Allow me to end with a hidden gem. Once I had a DVD copy of
this film and lost it. I will never forgive myself for that. This is a
rather old documentary and most of you might never have heard
about it. I can’t even remember where I saw it first but I will never
forget this very warm story of the filmmaker who accompanies her
grandmother on the search for the lost love of her life. The film
takes the viewer from Scandinavia to India and back to her native
Hungary. Once again it’s proven that life is a bitch. The story is
full of surprises and the finale is heartbreakingly sad. I like this
documentary for its simple but very effective storytelling and the
respectful way it deals with the main character. This is a film to
cherish forever.
And now I hate myself for not having chosen Rolling Like
a Stone by Magnus Gertten and Stefan Berg, and Geoffrey
Smith’s The English Surgeon. Sorry guys. _
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WE NEED STORIES
WORDS Vibeke Bryld

“What is a human being?”
This is not a question that comes up very often at documentary
film festivals. But it did at the Flaherty Film Seminar, again
and again. The President of the Board of Trustees, Chi-hui
Yang, asked me jokingly if I was aware that being at the
Flaherty I was participating in a social experiment. Later in
the week, it didn’t feel like a joke.
The Flaherty Film Seminar is a unique experience in the
sense that, as a participant, you are completely at the mercy
of the curators. The participants are all from the creative
industry: visual artists, filmmakers, programmers, researchers,
and students. No one knows what they sign up for because
the Flaherty is a double-blind experiment: the participants
do not know what cinematic tincture the programmers have
concocted, and the programmers do not know what reactions
the participants will have to said concoction. The selected
programmers are known, but the film program is kept under
wraps, not just before the seminar takes place, but during the
seminar itself. Until the lights are out in the cinema, one has
no clue what to expect. Everyone watches the same thing,
nobody may miss a screening because you don’t know what
you might miss. You truly are in a curated experience.
the seminar is pure
documentary science
Frances Flaherty founded the seminar in 1955 as a tribute
to her late husband, renowned filmmaker Robert Flaherty.
This year marked the 60th anniversary of the seminar and
that makes it the longest running film event in North
America. From the outset, the seminar was meant to be a
place of discussion, exploration of and immersion in the
documentary genre, both inside and outside the cinema. The
first three years the films were programmed by Frances and
her son David Flaherty. Over the years, participants have
included Robert Drew, Jonas Mekas, Pedro Costa, and many
more significant figures of the American and international
documentary scene.

To Frances Flaherty it was crucial that the audiences meet
the films with open minds and without any preconceptions
– a notion crucial to documentary itself, where we have to
be open to the fact that the reality we meet might surprise
us, confuse and complicate our preconceptions and herein
lies the beauty. This is how the program of secrecy came
about. And how rare it is to watch a film without any pregiven context – to watch a film raw. This doesn’t just have the
benefit of leaving the audience open, but makes it possible to
experience a film for what it can do on its own, as film only.
With three screenings per day, each followed by discussion
sessions our senses and intellectual capacity was overloaded
with story lines, characters, and symbols entangled. The
many films one sees turn into one huge monstrous piece.
It may sound like a nightmare – and it might be – but the
monster is both incredibly valuable and generous.
The reason that a question such as “What is a human
being?” can become the object of discussion at Flaherty is that
the seminar is pure documentary science. It offers the time,
focus and framework to deal with the fundamentals, the
basic questions of documentary: ethics, aesthetics, activism,
historical and cultural paradigms, storytelling, love, and the
state of the human being. These discussions at the level of
basic science revealed some very fundamental structures in
our understanding of what is good and what is right(eous),
an understanding deeply linked to the identity and selfunderstanding of documentary filmmaking.
This year, at the 60th Flaherty, the theme was “Turning
the Inside Out.” The curators were Gabriela Monroy a
video artist and curator from Mexico and Caspar Strack, an
interdisciplinary artis, filmmaker and curator from Germany.
They started off our journey Saturday night with Dial H-IS-T-O-R-Y from 1997 directed by Johan Grimonprez an
artist who moves between the art and documentary scenes.
The film consists of news footage of hijackings and pop
culture imagery from the 60s through the 90s, mocking the
fast-paced information stream and entertainment driven >
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From top left: Les Statues Meurent Aussi, Kobarweng or Where is my Helicopter courtesy of Zapomatik,
Make It New John, Costa da Morte.

consumption of disasters. A work of art most poignant and
almost prodigal of 9/11 at the time of its making, the film
underlines the importance of effective storytelling. In the
post-screening discussion, director Grimonprez remarked on
the cult of fear, that “terrorists strike where novelists fail to
be dangerous” and confronted with the notion that man is
by nature a violent creature, he opposed the infamous scene
in Planet of the Apes, where the apes rise on their feet to fight.
Apparently recent studies suggest that we rose to our feet so as
to better communicate – essentially to share stories.
The natives don’t conform to the univocal identity of
unsuspecting victims of intrusion
Retracing the curatorial monster, our journey began
in a highly politicized arena, a place where ideologies are
questioned, where critical theory is appropriated, and where
there is a strong awareness about what paradigms, the artwork
and films are or – more importantly – are not inscribing
themselves into. The screenings that followed over the next
days were, amongst others, the film Les Stautues meurent aussi
from 1953 by Alan Resnais and Chris Marker. A film that –
from the privileged point of view of present time – feels like
a slightly misguided appraisal of African artwork and – here
comes the misguidedness – mourns its loss of authenticity
due to the Western commercialism of African art, which has
turned it kitch, mass-produced.
I never found that either guilt or shame serves as a good
tool for filmmaking, storytelling or the creation of art. Les
stautues meurent aussi has as its focus a very typical object of

documentary: the impoverished, the innocent, the native,
and it subscribes to the misguided idea that there is such a
thing as purity, authenticit and that a culture can become
kitsch by the mere touch of our dirty, Western hands.
Now in our cinematic journey the concept of “the Other,”
was in play. As an artist dealing with “the Other”, we have to
be extremely careful not to inscribe ourselves into a structure
that repeats the pattern of, what some at Flaherty in rather
old-school fashion, referred to as the gaze of “white, male
supremacy.” In Johan Grimonprez’ Kobarweng or Where is your
helicopter? from 1992, an experimental video piece about the
meeting between Papuans in Irian Jaya, former Dutch New
Guinea, and a group of Western anthropologists, he avoids
this gaze through the statements of the Papuans. Statements
that reveal how they are highly aware of the desires of the
visiting anthropologists, and how they dose out information
to them in a manner as to always have “something new for
the next one.” This is a wonderful example of a reality that
surprises. The natives don’t conform to the univocal identity
of unsuspecting victims of intrusion. The reality of who’s in
the know and who’s not turns out to be more complex.
Highly political and aware of their own form were the
works presented by Karen Mirza and Brad Butler, Hito
Steyel, and Raqs Media Collective. Their works revolve
around power relations and the gaze – the privileged as
well as the non-privileged. In a subversive movement, they
attempt to reveal, challenge, and put into play these various
power constructions and cultural codes. Many of the works,
which both included video installation and film, were dense
and sometimes the insistence of “never surrendering your
16
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complexities”, a quote by Mirza, made them difficult to read.
Although I completely sympathise with the necessity to
challenge traditional forms of storytelling and thereby our
understanding, I sometimes found it hard to figure out, who
the readers of the work were supposed to be. Who are the
initiated?
The work by the collective called CAMP stood out against
the rest here. Their work also spoke to the initiated, but here
the initiated are the subjects: the sailors who can read the seas,
or the Palestinians who can read the old city of Jerusalem, not
the academics so well versed in film theory.
Many of the works challenged the authoritative gaze, and
made a play for the oppressed and those who rise up. I say
this in very general terms and herein lies the difficulty. Often
the works made use of what one of the participants in the
discussion referred to as “the black box for research.” The
question is: how far can you go when placing fragments of
historical and political information in a black box, leaving it
to the audience to create connections?
This ability to create both vertical and horizontal
connections across time and place in history is incredibly
valuable, but like all parables, they are also dangerously
seductive and suggestive.
There is a great responsibility in the suggestions we make
as documentary filmmakers. We belong to a community that
has typically accepted the following dynamics of good and
bad, right(eous) and wrong. On the negative side, we have
the state/man, the rich, the powerful. On the positive side,
we have the poor, the working class, and the minorities. But
we know that all struggles are not the same and just as there
is truth inherent in the specific, there is a risk of indifference
in the generic.
Our assumptions on good and bad are often followed by
another, which is that politics are bad and activism is good.
But who is it that needs the proud working class? And what
happened to art and cinema that speaks to the body, the
heart, and the soul rather than setting the brain on overload?
As these issues are being discussed and certain frustrations
are building , the feeling of being entirely ensconced in a
curated experience creeps up on me. My questions are being
answered and frustrations mirrored by the films that follow,
and my desire for emotion and sensuality are met just as my
capacity for intellectual reading is about to quit entirely.
This is when Scottish artist Duncan Campbell’s films,
Benadette, about Bernadette Devlin, a very young Irish
dissident and political activist and Make it New John, 2009
about the rise and fall of car manufacturer and prodigy of
the American dream, John De Lorean, appears and plays
with the fictional elements of documentary and complicates
the notions of working class hero and capitalist villain.
Campbell plays with authentic archival footage as well as
fictional footage with great affect. Thus he also plays with our
expectations and our notions of sensuality. The reason I fell
in love with his working class heroine Bernadette is not just
because she is bright and bold, but more because she has (or
seems to have) crooked teeth and the most beautiful hands
I’ve ever seen.

Frances Flaherty in group at The Flaherty Film Seminar, 1963.

Who needs the heroic working class? Jill Godmilow’s
brilliant Far From Poland from 1984 plays with the liberal
Left’s desire to engage in a cathartic struggle, the desire to
fight someone else’s fight, a righteous fight. The documentary
is intercepted with fictional, reflective moments in her nightly
phone conversations with Fidel Castro, who is not entirely
convinced of the revolutionary potential of her project.
We all desire a simple fight between good and evil. It is
in our DNA. And despite all the complexity, this naïve desire
for fighting the good cause drives many a storytellers.
Flaherty brought us from the coldness of theoretical
criticism, over to the more humorous irony aimed at our
media, ideologies, politicians, and ourselves. Then the senses
come back into play with the beautiful, fun films by Cao
Guimarães. In Ex Isto from 2010, the great thinker Descartes
goes off to Brazil where his rational thought dissolves in the
heat and he becomes all body and sensuality. As Cao says:
“Film has a lot more to do with sleep and sex than critical
theory.” And “A good architect doesn’t build an idea for
people to live in, he builds homes. A good filmmaker doesn’t
build an idea for people to endure, but a sensual experience
to digest with the body, mind, and soul.”
Film has a lot more to do with sleep and sex
than critical theory
For me, the last film we saw answered the question of what
a human being is. The film called Costa da Morte (2013) by
Lois Patiño delves shamelessly into sublime imagery of the
nature of the coast where he lets the local mythologies of
the place and the people spin a web of connections between
people and landscape, nature and culture. As for the question
of what a human being is, a participant concluded: “We are
people, not robots. We don’t need data. We need stories.”
The curated experience ended where stories came back into
play. The density started to unfold as an emotional journey.
Of course, each individual journey was different, but some
works posed questions which were answered, if not satisfied,
by later films in the programme. Descartes gave up on logical
thinking on the night, when I really needed to laugh and let
my brain rest.
There is a risk this may have a slight tone of cultishnes to
it, but the immersive experience that is Flaherty does have a
kind of cultish power. So if you go, remember what Frances
Flaherty said: “Be open to magic, without preconceptions.” _
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From Gulf to Gulf, 2013

Staying with
the trouble
the radical work of CAMP

CAMP wants to challenge the triangular relationship of author, subject and technology,
thereby splintering the privileged gaze and our standard mode of perception.

WORDs Emma Davie * photo xxxx
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The Neighbour before the House, 2009

F

ilm artist Shaina Anand is describing the response her
younger self had to making traditional documentaries.
Travelling around India with her mentor, filming
a documentary about life in villages for the anniversary of
Indian independence, she described how they’d turn up in
jeeps, find the subjects, and ask important questions for the
nation.
She became increasingly disillusioned by what she saw as
the repeated orchestration of finding a subject, interviewing,
zooming in, asking questions until the subject ends up crying.
We’re at the Flaherty Seminar, which is a fitting place for
analysing the relationship between filmmaker and subject.
Shaina echoes the question hovering over so many discussions
here: Who speaks for the subject and from where?
She decided that she had two choices, to either move
into fiction which, she felt, was less problematic, or to “stay
with the trouble”, to let the problems drive the work into
becoming something more in line with her politics and
way of seeing the world. She also wanted to “ trouble” the
triangular relationship of author, subject and technology, so
that it favoured the subject more.
CAMP came together as a group in 2007, initially
consisting of Shaina Anand (filmmaker and artist), Sanjay
Bhangar (software programmer) and Ashok Sukumaran
(architect and artist) in Mumbai. The intersection of their
skills and different backgrounds created a vital spark in which
to experiment with technology and ask deep questions about
form and ways of making radical political work. It gave

Shaina the platform to eschew conservative approaches to
documentary with “the colonial male gaze.”
In CAMP’s work screening at the Flaherty in upstate
New York in June, I felt that every part of the process of
documentary making had been deftly unpacked and put back
together again to reflect vital contemporary political concerns
within the actual structure of the work or its distribution,
not just its content. The films also gained a startling intimacy
with the subjects.
Al Jaar Qabla Al Daar (The Neighbor Before the House)
arose from experiments they had already made with CCTV
(closed-circuit television) in 2008 in Manchester when the
group managed to gain access to the CCTV control room
of one of the largest shopping centres in the UK. In 2009,
they used the same crass, cheap technology, using it to
pan, zoom, and crash in on a neighbourhood in Jerusalem
where Palestinians had been evicted, a place in which it
would otherwise have been impossible to film. The sense
of community of a neighbourhood had been violated and
transgressed by grotesque occupation and conflict. CAMP
used technology not only to reinforce a victim/ occupier
narrative but to challenge it intrinsically with the method of
making the work.
CCTV cameras are set up to film the houses where eight
Palestinian families had been forcibly evicted and are linked to
remote controls in new homes or refugee places where the families
now live. They were then able to zoom and tilt the cameras to spy
on the exterior of their old homes, watching as new settlers hung >
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“Documentary is fucked.
We can’t make these
films any more.”

Glorianna Davenport
an interactive pioneer
WORDS & photos suvi andrea helminen

up washing or went about their business. The complexities of the
power relations between the observer and observed are dazzlingly
deft and agile, giving energy to the otherwise hopeless situation
of displaced Palestinians in Jerusalem.
There is a breezy, defiant cheek in a work that gives the
constantly watched and patrolled the ability to return the
gaze on the very people whose presence and visibility has
evicted them from their homes. Those who film remain
unseen. We only hear their voices as they trace the lines of
personal memory in their old neighbourhoods or stalk the
new inhabitants of their former homes with the remotely
operated CCTV placed on nearby rooftops. We see soldiers
training, Orthodox Jews going to prayer, a boy skateboarding,
roofs, water tanks, a veranda built by their own families. Their
bodies exert a ghostly presence on the very image we see on
screen as a small boy exhorts his mother to “zoom, zoom”
– to spy on one of the new inhabitants leaving the house.
“Dad, come and see how we caught the settler from the
inside,” the boy says to his unseen father as we see an image
of a man in a garden. The camera may be stuck, the viewer
may be impotent to change the situation. But nonetheless
through the active manipulation of this technology they have
“captured” a settler.
The act of wrangling the technology to record the voices
of the camera operators while simultaneously filming
does create a power shift. The Palestinian families may be
physically invisible in the places they once lived, but their
voices and ability to control how we see with even the crudest
of cameras, exerts its own pressure. It acknowledges and
celebrates the democratisation of the camera and makes us
question the veracity of all the other images we have seen
about Palestine.
The everyday domesticity of the imagery contains silent
belligerence. We hear details about the neighbourhoods,
how the evictions happened through impossible laws or
enforcements as the displaced families observe how the new
families don’t clean the stairs or water the lemon tree. As the
settlers go about the business of occupying both the frame
and the space (three people now reside in a home which used
to house 15), we can’t help but wonder at the settlers’ lack of
acknowledgement of the people they displaced.
The film manages to avoid what Shaina calls the
“Palywood” of clichéd documentaries about Palestine. Its
evolution may be a clue here. Initially it was conceived as
an artwork where the very act of filming was the piece. The
footage was made available online and could be used by others
as a resource for other work. Interestingly, the art world gave
CAMP a freedom that couldn’t be found in documentary so
easily with its insistence on narrative arcs and character driven

stories. The documentation of the artwork was then edited
into a feature film but the spaciousness of the edit is already
contained in footage which is alive with the presence of the
subject in a physically embodied way. Literal geography keeps
them out but this world evokes an alternative space where the
subject of the film shows how they actually see.
A similar privileged perspective into the worldview of
another is contained in the film From Gulf to Gulf. Yet again
it is a document of a much richer process that began as an
artwork/ community provocation/ friendship built over
four years between CAMP and a group of sailors from the
Gulf of Kutch. Initially CAMP produced radio programmes
culling material from sailors’ songs, conversations, phone
calls etc. and also produced work which documented what
the boats carried as they made their crossings to Somalia and
other places heavily laden with 4x4’s, incubators, hospital
equipment, milk powder, macaroni, prayer mats.
This evolved into a film that showed this totally different
space in a radically fresh way. It is composed of footage of
their journeys and extended selfie films shot by the sailors
on their long voyages, often accompanied by songs which
they bluetooth to each other. A totally different world order
is revealed in the geography of their journeys which reference
an economy and worldview unknown to most of us, where
the narrative is not about conflict or poverty or religious strife
but about men, work, fish, love songs and trade links which
unite disparate people. This work doesn’t “give others a voice”
in a superficial or condescending way but is built around the
wild and inspired films of the sailors.
Men cook for each other, sleep on deck, play cards, ham
up their sea chart navigation skills for the camera, or watch
casually as another boat sets on fire as they take goods from
Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates to Somalia. There is no
huge drama here though. Fireworks appear in Dubai; live
goats appear on board in Somalia;someone catches a huge
fish; boats are overladen. A man looks at a cruise ship “cooling
his eyes” on it. No, it will only “heat them up” quips another,
someone dances. The language is rich, poetic, metaphoric
and their way of seeing constantly surprises and delights. The
story remains free of any social moralising from the edit. The
names of the boats are carefully subtitled and put on screen,
giving a sense of character and narrative to each of them.
Shaina mentioned how, for her, the most radical and
exciting approaches to documentary were in the 60s. Since
then, what has changed? CAMP’s work provides a sense
of new possibilities as it steals back technology to shift our
perspective closer to the subjects, by “troubling” the traditional
methods of creation and dissemination and empowers both
the viewer and the viewed with a fresh perspective. _
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Glorianna Davenport and Ricky Leacock editing New Orleans in Transition.
Photo by Donna Coveney, MIT

In her fifth and final part of our series on the world of interactivity, interactive documentary
filmmaker Suvi Andrea Helminen meets with Glorianna Davenport. Davenport began
working with interactive storytelling more than 30 years ago.
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lorianna Davenport is one of the early pioneers
of interactive documentary. She made her first
interactive piece New Orleans in Transition back in
1982-86. In 1987 she instituted The Interactive Cinema
group at MIT, a research group whose mission was to
foresee how computation could shape the future movie and
documentary landscape. At the time she wrote: “Interactive
cinema reflects the longing of cinema to become something
new, something more complex, something more intimate, as
if in conversation with an audience.” In many ways the work
she did back then was way ahead of its time.
Before moving into the interactive sphere, Davenport
worked as a documentary filmmaker and editor. From 19761987 she had a close cooperation with renowned filmmaker
and cameraman Richard Leacock, one of the inventors of
crystal synchronized 16 mm shooting and Direct Cinema.
They both shared a vision of democratising media making.
Before they met, Leacock had been developing light weight
Super-8 cameras with synchronized sound, which were
cheaper and more at accessible to anyone who had a story
to tell.
Interactive cinema reflects the longing of cinema
to become something new, something more
complex, something more intimate,
as if in conversation with an audience.
Davenport explains: “The idea of democratisation of
movie making is something I believed in. When I got my
first video camcorder in 1970, the equipment weighed thirty
pounds; it wasn’t consumer friendly or affordable. There was
virtually no editing equipment for the consumer. I was part
of a group of people in New York that had created the first
editing suite where people could just sign up and do some
editing.“
Over the years Davenport and Leacock shot two
documentaries and some videos together.
“Ricky inspired me in terms of making documentaries.
He had an uncanny ability to capture life on film. He had an
eye for light and an appreciation for the sensual. He was nonjudgmental about his subjects. Ricky could talk to a street
person or a prime minister and it wouldn’t make the slightest
bit of difference to him.”
From 1977 onwards Davenport began to lecture at MIT’s
Film Section, headed by Leacock at the time. In 1980 she
began to work with computation to transform how movies
were watched and edited.

“Around 1980 I started to learn computation, because
I realised that it was going to change the editing process.
When we were cutting film we were hanging strips up on
the walls and the cans on the shelf were a great memory
system, but it was hard to do multiple cuts of a film. It just
seemed like computation could make editing more powerful.
The first thing we focused on was the frame/time code, the
actual number that would allow you to get to a frame of
film and a frame of sound so you could put them together
into a playlist. In the early systems, the footage itself was
transferred to optical CAV videodiscs where each frame could
be accessed individually. Using two or more discs with the
same footage, we could build edit lists so that the computer
would be able to assemble and play the cut, and you could
review something that was relatively seamless. It was obvious
that computers could do this, because it is just numerical.“
We used to say that filmmaking is what
took place in the presence of the camera,
when the camera was turned on
Davenport also began to see potentials for new types of
viewing experiences. Computation provided the possibility
for creating stories where the viewers themselves could choose
what to see, where they could dig deeper into the details of
a story or a character. Filmmakers would be able to share a
larger body of knowledge: selected excerpts of their filming
process, research, and the material that wasn’t included in
their final linear documentary.
“At the time I was thinking it was unfortunate that you
lost so much of the information that the filmmaker had
been collecting. The filmmaker pieces the documentary
together using a lot of background knowledge. When you as
a filmmaker create a documentary, you make choices on what
to shoot based on some research you have done or another
scene you have shot. It is an evolving process. All that detail
gets lost in the final film. When you watch the documentary,
you don’t actually see what was behind the choices that were
made. We used to say that filmmaking ‘is what took place in
the presence of the camera, when the camera was turned on. ’
In some sense I wanted to make a shift, so it wasn’t just what
took place in the presence of the camera, but also the backstory of why the camera was turned on. My first experiment
playing with this idea was the New Orleans in Transition film.”
Between 1982 and 1986 Davenport and Leacock made
New Orleans in Transition. The river front of downtown New
Orleans was undergoing dramatic changes connected with
22

Interactive series: Part five

the World’s Fair Louisiana Worlds Exposition of 1984, and
Davenport wanted to document that process. She applied for
and received a grant from The National Endowment for the
Arts (NEA), to make a linear documentary, and an interactive
piece.
“The grant proposal specifically said there would be a
linear film and an interactive version. The NEA didn’t really
understand what interactive film was because it had never
been done. I asked Ricky if he wanted to shoot it and he
agreed. We went down to New Orleans thirty-six times in
three years. The end product was a three hour-long linear
film, and six thirty-minute segments that were indexed in
detail and accessed by a computer system.
“All the shots were databased according to ‘who,’
‘what,’ ‘when,’and ‘where’. The question ‘why’ was not
something the computer could understand or make a decision
about. As you navigated the film on the computational
system, it would suggest places for you to go, things for you
to watch. There were five distinct story lines and over fifty
major characters. Many of the characters existed in multiple
story lines, but would be primarily present in one. If you
watched a scene with an architect that you were interested
in and wanted to know more about, the system would
assemble a movie of that person from all the footage of the
film and perhaps show you the character’s bio or some other
relevant information. The computer program would select
material on its own based on what you had already viewed.
This computational element was very different from other
computational media systems of the time.“
The internet browser did not exist back then and the video
was stored locally on videodiscs, so the interactive version of
New Orleans in Transition could only be experienced by one
person at a time in a room full of machinery at MIT. It was
a research project that was used as video courseware in an
introductory Urban Planning course.
“The system ran on a computer which was provided by
Project Athena, a project funded by Digital Equipment
Corporation and IBM. The video footage was stored locally on
six videodiscs. Students could explore the entire documentary
and comment on things like whether they thought the city
should have handled the World’s Fair differently.”
From 1987 the idea of democratisation of media making
began to spill over into Davenport’s interactive works as
well. She started The Interactive Cinema Group at the MIT
Media Lab, which in 2004 transitioned to the Media Fabrics
Group. In 1989 she began teaching a course where students
collaborated in creating an interactive multimedia magazine.

“The Elastic Charles was the first of those. I had 18 students
and they all went out and worked on capturing different
aspects of the Charles River. Then we took the footage and
organised the entire magazine around the river, its history, the
politics and so on. The video was still on videodisc, but in this
case we had Apple and Hypercard which made it a lot easier
to index and program. Hypercard was an authoring system
that would allow you to mix the text, pictures and interaction
that could link to the videodisc. The video was viewed on a
second monitor.”.“
There is a big gap between documentaries
that used to change our lives,
and this idea that we can all make media.
But how does that experience change our life?
Twenty-five years later, interactive collaborative
storytelling isn’t hindered by these technical limitations. The
internet is full of possibilities and platforms for sharing video,
but Davenport is not intrigued by the content that is released.
“Now the collection based exploration sort of exists, for
instance on Flicker collections that can highlight topics
related to interest groups, but the approach is very limited.
I can look at lots of stuff, but I don’t get an experience that
changes my life. There is a big gap between documentaries
that used to change our lives, and this idea that we can all
make media. But how does that experience change our life?”
In 2008 Davenport retired from MIT. She and her
husband decided to turn half of their 577-acre cranberry
farm called Tidmarsh Farms near Plymouth in Massachusetts
into a nature preserve, but she continues to experiment with
enhancing the documentary experience aided by technology.
Davenport is intrigued by the idea of a sensor-rich
environment that produces its own “documentary.” She is
currently collaborating with MIT’s Responsive Environments
Group on a project called Living Observatory. The idea is
to provide people with a new experience of the changing
landscape. They are trying to create new ways in which to
perceive the processes of an ecosystem, highlighting change
that is continually occurring but that we normally can’t see.
Bushes, trees and benches are being rigged with hundreds of
sensors that measure wind, sound, temperature, humidity,
tree sap flow, light and motion. In addition Davenport is
documenting how people are shaping the project with the
camera. As usual, Davenport is not totally sure what the final
experience will be but it will be something very different from
the documentaries we experience today. _
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Working on
Dramaturgy
and Pilot-Making
What makes a run-of-the-mill film preeminent?
Both newcomers and veterans of the film industry often resort
to a fall of the cards when facing this question.
All would agree that the helping hand of a mentor is often indispensable.

WORDS Sevara Pan

T

his spring a MEDIA-funded training initiative called
DOK.Incubator launched its third edition. Together
with Docu Rough Cut Boutique, DOK.Incubator is
one of the few rough-cut workshops in Europe that aim to
help filmmakers improve their work prior to picture lock.
It offers filmmakers individualized tutoring in dramaturgy,
distribution, and marketing. However, unlike the majority
of European training programs that pick up filmmakers
in the development phase, DOK.Incubator steps in later
in the process during the rough cut stage. Project Director
of DOK.Incubator Andrea Prenghyova has served as head
of the Institute of Documentary Film (IDF) in the Czech
Republic for 10 years, considers the phase “especially crucial
for documentary feature films” as mentorship during this
phase might dramatically boost the film’s potential.
As a matter of course, the workshop incorporates three
sessions held over a five-month period. The first workshop
session generally centers on dramaturgical analysis and
intensive editing of rough cuts. The second session tackles
final cuts while helping filmmakers devise concrete marketing
and distribution strategies. The workshop culminates with a
preview of participating projects, which takes place in the
framework of International Leipzig Festival for Documentary
and Animated film (DOK Leipzig).
This year the first workshop session fell on the final week
of May. Far from the public eye, the workshop venue sits on
the outskirts of the quaint city of Krakow captivating in its
verdant promise of a sizzling summer. The schedule is filled
with screenings and group sessions. As soon as the first session
gets going, one could not help but wonder: How – if at all –
is the workshop going to enhance the participating projects?
For the Dutch production A Family Affair the workshop
was an opportunity to take a critical distance from the
material, given the director’s intimacy with the subjects of

the film. The deep-seated tension between the director Tom
Fassaert and the subject, his own grandmother, saliently rises
to the surface as the story unfolds. Fassaert confided that since
he was a young boy, he was fascinated with his grandmother,
who was a difficult figure in his family. “Often the whole
family had no contact with her,” he explained. “When my
father broke contact with her again, she asked me to help her
with the testament. I decided to make a film to traverse these
family dynamics,” he stated. “But when I went to South Africa
to get to know her, something strange happened, something
that I never expected – my grandmother confessed that she
was in love with me. Through this preposterous confession,
this film explores my dysfunctional family, my grandmotherin-love as a negative center, a former matriarch ignored by the
rest of the family.”
my grandmother confessed
that she was in love with me
It goes without saying that relationships are the core to A
Family Affair. In that respect, Fassaert recalls Grey Gardens
by David and Albert Maysles, where analogous to Fassaert’s
father and grandmother clinging onto Fassaert, the outlandish
mother and daughter grip onto the Maysles brothers to find a
way out of their inter-dependent relationship. Unequivocally,
the tension between the filmmaker and the filmed is palpable
in a number of other author-driven documentaries. For
instance, in Father’s Garden – the Love of My Parents, Peter
Liechti also takes up the dual role of director and protagonist,
a filmmaker on a quest and a fully participating protagonist.
In both films this duality complicates the directors’
relationship with other subjects of the film, making it
difficult for them to remain sovereign and impartial. Fassaert
confessed that A Family Affair was his most personal project, >
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hence the necessity of learning to take a critical distance, one
of his main motivations for attending DOK.Incubator. “It
becomes so close,” Fassaert explained. “The complexity of my
position as a human, family member, and director is very new
to me. Combined with the subject matter and these huge
family archives, I have a strong need for a fresh eye to gain
distance to my own material and see where the dramatic axis
of my film lies and what the focal point is.”
By the end of the first workshop session, taking a critical
distance to the material ultimately brought Fassaert to a
realisation that he himself is the central character of the film,
evolving through stages of personal development throughout.
“The feedback that I received from the participants and tutors
has helped me take a different look at the material,” he said. “It
was a pleasant surprise that the participants were as engaged
as the tutors.” Producer of the project Wout Conijn shared
his opinion on the outcome of the session: “Whereas before
Tom was often lost in the vast abyss of archival footage from
four generations of his family, now he could select the scenes
that relate to him as the character of the film. Developing
a feeling for himself as the protagonist in the story was the
crucial step Tom made in the workshop. It gave him more
direction in the editing.”
A pilot can be deployed to manifest
the kind of film you are making
Gabor Hörcher, director of another participating project
called Drifter, the laureate of the Robert Bosch PostProduction Prize and Docu Rough Cut Boutique at the
Sarajevo Film Festival, considered his film rather advanced
in the dramaturgical sense: “Throughout these fours years
and all of the workshops and editing sessions,” Hörcher
noted, “I pretty much knew what the main themes and the
arc of the film was, so in a way we were pretty advanced,
at least compared to other projects. Nonetheless, we are still
struggling with the structure of the film, clear articulation of
the motivation of the characters, and balance between the
subplots and different elements of the story.
This coming-of-age film about a countryside Roma boy
in Hungary with a dream he wants to fulfill, is interlaced
with multiple subplots and narrative lines. Risci, aged 17,
is a crack mechanic. He wishes to partake in the local race
with a thirty-year old, piecemeal BMW currently “sleeping
on the bricks.” In order to accomplish his goal, he has to
overcome all the obstacles that challenge him in ways he
could not have foreseen. He drops out of school, he starts
working, he engages in illegal activities. He also has a child.
According to Hörcher, underneath the main storyline – the
racing element – there is a decisive subplot, which is a quest
to normalize Risci’s relationship with the missing father. The
director remarked, “Risci’s father is meandering in and out of
his son’s life, not realizing that Risci’s might just be a struggle
for his father’s acknowledgment.”
A clearer understanding of the film’s weaknesses is progress
in itself. Once the rough cut of Drifter was screened, much
of the discussion revolved around the balance between
the subplots and the main storyline. The discussion of the
structure lingered on in the intensive editing sessions, where
the tutor and editor Gesa Marten urged the crew to introduce
the “set-up” of the main storyline within the first few minutes

of the film to provide leverage and familiarise the audience
with the narrative form. By the end of the first workshop
session, Hörcher said that the intensive editing sessions
helped him decide upon the structure of the film. “Finally we
were able to make a decision about the opening and climax of
the film, which we were not steadfast about before. Once this
was agreed upon, we could move forward with finding the
turning points and building the rhythm of the film.”
The participants agreed that the deconstruction of their
films to their bare essence was a challenging yet stimulating
process that pushed them to see their films in a new light and
develop them differently. In the “Leave the Paper, Let’s Pilot”
session, Sigrid Dyekjær, founder of Danish Documentary
and producer of numerous award-winning films, among
them Andreas Johnsen’s Ai Weiwei – The Fake Case and
Hanna Polak’s Yula’s Dream, suggested a different strategy
for developing films. “We decided to go another way in
developing our films – we decided to work with pilots – to
give each director a camera, go out, and start shooting before
writing long project descriptions.” According to Dyekjær, a
three-to-seven-minute pilot can provide inspiration on how
to develop a film and serve as a starting point in figuring
out what the film is about. Unlike a trailer, a pilot is an
investigation of a film in the making. “When you are in the
editing phase but somehow have lost the track of what kind
of film you intended to make in the first place, you can go
back to the pilot,” Dyekjær said. “Maybe you integrate some
elements in your film like a voice-over, or maybe you are
not sure which character is actually the main character. In
a way pilot-making is a tool to test some of these elements
and see if they work or not and if they are capable of driving
the film further.” Dyekjær used former participant Paula
Schargorodsky’s film The Girl Behind the Camera, as an
example. “This is a humorous, intimate investigation of a
generation of unsettled women.” Thanks to this method, the
director came to the realisation that the film was her own
journey and that she herself was the central character of the
film.”
According to Dyekjær, a pilot can be used to create an
understanding of what kind of journey a filmmaker is on.
“Maybe you have not found your sound designer or your
fantastic composer, maybe you want to do a co-production.
It is then that a pilot can be deployed to manifest the kind
of film you are making and expose what creative tools you
are utilising in the film.” She explained how a pilot can also
be used for fundraising or getting broadcasters on board. In
any scenario, however, it is critical to clarify the reasons for
making a pilot. “Whether it is for testing the elements of a
film, fundraising, or sales, everybody has to be on the same
level in terms of grasping the primary motivation behind
making a pilot.”
Dyekjær rounded off the session with another intriguing
query that dealt with the particularities of pilot-making as
part of the development process for films for foreign markets.
To find out more about these particularities as well as about
the concurrent mentorship programs that support the
development of documentary projects outside of Europe,
DOX spoke to Milton Tabbot, senior programming director
of the Independent Filmmaker Project Labs, an analogous
mentorship program in New York that aims at helping firsttime feature directors boost the potential of their films. _
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Q&A

Where do you see the two mentorship programs
intersect?
I come from a different marketplace. The reason why I am at
DOK.Incubator is because I am with the Independent Filmmaker
Project (IFP) that offers a similar program for filmmakers, i.e. our
labs. We have a fiction group and a documentary group with ten
projects each. The difference with our groups is that all of our
directors have to be first-timers. We also work in teams, usually
producer, editor, director. So I am here for the first time to observe
how DOK.Incubator does it. Andrea has worked with us twice in New
York. Both of our programs have three modules. The first module is
about completing the film. The second module concerns marketing
and marketing materials. And the third module is about distribution
and what the filmmaker’s goals for distribution are and the ultimate
plan for distribution. It is about helping filmmakers and their teams
create scenarios that give them as much as possible to achieve the
success of the film, both creatively, distribution-wise and financially.
In the US, there are more efforts being made by producers to either
supplement what a distributor is doing, to do it themselves, or
create a team that can launch a film into the marketplace.
What are the differences between the IFP Labs and DOK.
Incubator?
At DOK.Incubator, there is much more hands-on editing. We
bring in an editor to consult on each project, but we do not then
send him or her to the editing room to work on each project. I do not
know if the situation is the same in the European market with the
ability of filmmakers to distribute their own films. But I know that
the financing is very different. We do not have public funding. In the
US documentary filmmakers begin their projects with base funding
and then look for ways as they go along to find resources at the
end. And I know that a lot of European filmmakers wait for public
funding before even launching the project. They wait until they have
all of their financing or at least most of it confirmed. It is a different
structure, but a lot of concerns are the same: What is my film? What
is my best selling point? What is my real story? Can I see it clearly?
Am I telling it clearly? It is about getting a fresh perspective from
other industry professionals and fellow filmmakers.
We have just attended a seminar on pilots. Do you think, this kind
of pilot making would work in the US market?
Well, it does to a degree. People might call it different things.
What is different and what Sigrid Dyekjær was talking about is a
pilot that is used to help filmmakers find the core of a film. It is an
investigation into the material, its strongest and weakest points.
Some of these pilots can be used for enticing the audience and
attracting interest, some would work in pitching situations, some
might need to be developed more. And other times, you would need
to make it a completely different way.
We also have a big industry meeting forum for documentaries,
like Sheffield or HotDocs, where there is no formal pitching but
30-minute one-to-one meetings. Naturally, filmmakers should have
some visual material that people can see during these one-to-one
meetings. But for the application process, a pilot or teaser does not
do enough for me because when I select projects for the forum, I
want to have a very secure sense that there is enough material for a
documentary feature. I get a lot of submissions from different kinds
of filmmakers. What is important to me is that the projects are at
the right stage, that they will resonate with the industry, buyers, or
festivals. The more I can see, the better. Generally, if someone tells

me that they have a three-minute piece and a twelve-minute piece
and asks me which I would you prefer, I say, the latter because the
more I know about the project, the better.
Is there a specific reason you choose only first-time directors?
The Fiction Lab has been going on for ten years whereas the
Documentary Lab has been around for nine years. The reason we
choose first-time directors is because frequently your first film is
the first impression that the industry gets. It is the beginning of your
filmmaking career. Even if you have made short films before, people
will look at your longer works. We have seen many films not quite
making it because they did not have that feedback on how their
film was looking before they submitted it to a festival. So it is about
having a space where a filmmaker can step back, get feedback from
the outside, and hear about the things that are more important
today. These following questions should be addressed already in
production: Who is your audience? What are the goals of my film
that makes me different from everybody else? How do you reach
the audience? How do you talk about your film? How do you get it
seen in the world? We want to give a select group of people a better
chance. The films are promising from the beginning, so it is not like
we are making them over. But generally even promising films do
not get selected in the very competitive festival selection. Some of
these filmmakers do not have a network of mentors or advisers. It
is being able to plug them in to a team that can help them over a
nine-month period, or even longer. _

A Family Affair
Directed by Tom Fassaert
2015, 90 minutes
Grey Gardens
Directed by Ellen Hovde, Albert Maysles,
David Maysles, Muffie Meyer
USA, 1975, 100 minutes
Father’s Garden – The Love of my Parents
Directed by Peter Liechti
Switzerland, 2013, 93 minutes
Drifter
Directed by Gábor Hörcher
Hungary, 2014, 80 minutes
Ai Weiwei – The Fake Case
Directed by Andreas Johnsen
Denmark, 2013, 86 minutes
Yula’s Dream
Directed by Hanna Polak
Poland, Denmark, 2014, 90 minutes
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Le Monde Selon Monsanto, 2008

HOW ECOLOGY IS
DE-GHETTOIZED THROUGH
THE DOCUMENTARY
Eco-documentaries spur public debate in audiences, looking for ways to protect the planet.
Editorialist Sandrine Lage shares her research conducted at La Sorbonne University
with French audiences and media.

WORDS SANDRINE LAGE

T

he trend of eco-documentaries goes well beyond
cinema and TV screens. It takes root in daily
interactions and discussions, and contributes
substantively to the debate on ecology.
Beyond the environmental film festivals, eco-docs
encourage debate in the public space, in schools, through
the press or the Web. When the issue is ecology, audiences
ask themselves questions and seek explanations. According
to network programmer for the Utopia theatres in Bordeaux,
Patrick Troudet, this is what drives audiences to theatres to
view eco-documentaries.

Something that teaches or informs is the definition
provided by Guy Gaultier, author of several books about
documentaries. The word document serves as a base for the
definition of the word documentary. According to French film
theorist Christian Metz, it is a genre that in contrast to fiction
films relates to scientific knowledge and its transmission.
According to my recent research led at Sorbonne
University (Paris IV), the press1 and spectators2 of The Titanic
Syndrome subscribing to the French website AlloCiné could
not agree more. When it comes to ecological documentary,
they declare to expect pedagogy, solutions and scientific data.
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What emerges from both the audience and the press
statements is that the documentary has an inherent
pedagogical mission. Eco-docs should provide the viewer
with facts, solutions, propositions, new points of view, etc.,
while allowing themselves to experience a learning curve.
The ideal approach, according to our focus group, is not
to convey feelings of desperation or guilt. As argued by Gill
Ereaut and Nat Segnit in their report, Warm Words, 2006,
on the conflicting arguments of global warming, this kind
of approach creates a distance from the public and acts as
a demotivator inhibiting rather than encouraging action. In
order for eco-docs to channel receptiveness to the adoption
of new behaviours, the audiences suggest eco-docs circulate
in the public space as much as possible. To achieve this, they
propose – in addition to the screening of documentaries
– the facilitation of discussions, and meetings, thereby
strengthening social ties.
Myriam Gast-Wolf, head of the Festival du Film
d’Environnement in France declared:
“Even if the film by Marie-Monique Robin, The World
According to Monsanto (France, Canada and Germany,
2008) was not officially released on big screens, it screened
in theatres during the evening screenings and discussions”.
Since the release of The Voice of Our Children (France, 2008),
its director Jean-Paul Jaud has participated in more than a
hundred meetings, and so did the director of The Titanic
Syndrome, Jean-Albert Lièvre, and the star of the documentary,
Nicolas Hulot. Both joined efforts in order to contribute to
several debates during the promotion of their film, using
multiple strategies. Besides being active on the Web, Lièvre
and Hulot insisted on being present at public debates, and
being in direct contact with people in the theatres and the
regional press.
Theatres, to the extent that they now are
places for cinephiles to have discussions,
favour a debate focused on social issues
Based on daily press titles, either regional (OuestFrance; La Provence; Sud-Ouest) or generalist (La Nouvelle
République; Marseille Plus) – but mostly distributed among
different regions in France such as Tours, Rennes, Marseille
or Bordeaux – it is clear that after viewing The Titanic
Syndrome the press kept the eco debate alive and dedicated
much space to it. “People come to be informed. We organise
evening gatherings where there may be a lot of people and
very rewarding exchanges; this would not necessarily happen
through other mediums,” says François Aymé, director of
the cinema theatre Jean-Eustache de Pessac, at Gironde. He
sees in this movement a new role for cinema. Theatres, to
the extent that they now are places for cinephiles to have
discussions, favour a debate focused on social issues, “as
if cinema had become a new platform” and “a real tool to
communicate”. But do documentary films work better when
they are viewed in dedicated areas such as festivals, regular
programs, or specific sessions or in spaces like schools?
According to Roger Odin, director of the Research Institute
of Cinema and Audiovisual (IRCAV) at the University Paris
III Sorbonne Nouvelle, they do. This opinion is supported by
our research based on comments by audiences.

As documentaries find their place among various TV
strands and attract an important audience, television channels
with significant audiences have to be considered. According
to a French report, Le Manifeste pour le documentaire, the
documentary Home (France, 2009), by Arthus-Bertrand
attracted nine million people in front of the small screen.
“The success of that genre in general fully demonstrates the
ability of the documentary to revive the social bond and
share and stimulate the debate around historical, political,
ecological or scientific themes”.
The ecological documentaries anchor themselves
in the collective imagination, which no political
discourse has been able to do
According to Olivier Pourriol, a philosopher who leads the
Cinéphilo sessions at the French MK2 theatre in Paris, and
author of the book Cinéphilo: les plus belles questions de la
philosophie au grand écran (Hachette Littérature, 2008), “The
ecological documentaries anchor themselves in the collective
imaginary, which no political discourse has been able to do”.
In fact, to make their way into the public space politicians Al
Gore in the USA and Nicolas Hulot in France, were involved
in documentaries, thus trying to frame a discussion and let
ecological issues take root in public debate. _

Titanic Syndrome
Directed by Nicolas Hulot, Jean-Albert Lièvre,
France, 2009, 93 mins.
the world according to monsanto
Directed by Marie-Monique Robin,
France, Canada, Germany, 2008, 108 mins.
the voice of our children
Directed by Jean-Paul Jaud,
France, 2008, 120 mins.
Home
Directed by Yann Arthus-Bertrand,
France, 2009, 120 mins.
¹ E.g. our sample of 307 article headlines (including 131 French
press titles) covering the period from July to November 2009 and
taken from the press book of The Titanic Syndrome, which was
produced by the communication agency responsible for the press
relations during the promotion of the film (A.S. Communication).
² Based on the comments left (mainly between October and
December 2009) by a group of 205 spectators who subscribed to
the French website AlloCiné and who declared having watched the
French documentary The Titanic Syndrome.
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