Documentary

Film mediums which, by definition, are supposed to deal with factual data. The exact meaning and purpose is contested. Documentaries contend with human issues, chronologies, events, real people, social concerns, political movements, and values. Whether or not creative treatment is appropriate is part of the debate. The history of documentaries includes the history of film technology itself. Early news reels and travel films were considered "documentaire" which was indeed the French term for travel films. In its most general description the documentary serves the purpose of conveying factual data.

Documentary

The greatest myth surrounding the documentary film is that it depicts absolute truths.  A more precise term would be the nonfiction film, for the vast majority of fact-related films are not actually unbiased recordings.  Merely selecting a subject to be registered by the camera involves an interpretation of sorts.  Documentaries are often carefully scripted and structured, and despite their reliance on nonprofessional actors, spontaneous dialogue, and concealed cameras, they express a distinct albeit subtle point of view. 

Louis LUMIERE, who introduced the cinematographe in 1895, could be considered the father of documentary films.  With the portable Lumiere camera, he captured such subjects as Workers Leaving the Lumiere Factory (1895) and Arrival of a Train (c.1897).  International locales, the glamor of primitive peoples and royalty, as well as simple daily activities, were the subjects that most fascinated early filmmakers.  In 1908, Charles PATHE and Leon Gaumont introduced the newsreel.  By 1935, publisher Henry Luce was producing the controversial March of Time series, a newsweekly that proclaimed "fakery in allegiance to the truth." Newsreels held the attention of the moviegoer until displaced by television news coverage following World War II. 

Robert FLAHERTY'S Nanook of the North (1922), about the Eskimos' vanishing way of life, was the first major documentary, and is today considered a classic.  An hour long, it took over two years to research, shoot, and edit;  staged scenes in no way diminish the consistency or vitality of Flaherty's heroic vision.  Another seminal film, Man with Movie Camera (1929), directed by the Russian Dziga VERTOV, dispensed with numerous traditions and deliberately explored the camera's potential for capturing (and distorting) "life as it is." This was a film as much about filmmaking as it was about Russian city life. 

In the 1930s, British producer-theorist John GRIERSON, seeing the educational potential of film, enunciated the need for "positive propaganda." His association with the Empire Marketing Board and General Post Office allowed him to produce such classics as Industrial Britain (1933), the lyrical Song of Ceylon (1934), and Night Mail (1936).  The United States during these years had its own brand of government encouragement. Pare Lorentz's The Plow That Broke the Plains (1936), made for the Resettlement Administration, was a brilliantly shot and scored dramatization of farm conditions in the Dust Bowl that, without major distribution, was shown in some 3,000 theaters. Lorentz's The River (1937), a study of the Mississippi Valley, so impressed President Franklin D. Roosevelt that he was moved to create the short-lived U.S. Film Service (1938-40). 

The 1930s were also witness to the perverse artistry of Leni RIEFENSTAHL, whose Nazi masterpiece Triumph of the Will (1935), glorifying the 1934 Nuremberg Party rally, has been hailed despite its horrendous message.  In a slightly less political vein, her Olympia 1936 (1938) offered an exalted view of Olympic athletes that remains powerful and popular. 

During World War II, Hollywood directors such as Frank CAPRA and John HUSTON furthered the genre with films made for government departments.  Huston's pacifist Battle of San Pietro (1944) and Let There Be Light (1945) caused the army some embarrassment, whereas Capra's propagandistic Why We Fight series (1942-45) was seen by millions of servicemen. 

Fiction filmmakers such as Luis BUNUEL, in Land Without Bread (1932), Lindsay ANDERSON, in Thursday's Children (1953), and Alain RESNAIS, in Guernica (1950), were involved with documentaries both before and after the war.  Resnais's Night and Fog (1955), a uniquely sensitive treatment of past Nazi concentration camp horrors and present forgetfulness, is the most bittersweet if not the most poignant of all nonfiction films.  Other ambitious examples of the genre are undoubtedly Marcel OPHULS'S 4 1/2-hour-long The Sorrow and the Pity (1969) and The Memory of Justice (1976), which deal movingly and questioningly with such major historical events as the wartime occupation of France and the Nuremberg trials. 

The introduction of lightweight cameras (principally 16-mm) and sound equipment in the late 1950s and early 1960s ushered in CINEMA-VERITE, a filmmaking style more notable for its revealing content than for its technical precision or aesthetic sophistication.  The first important "verite" production was Primary (1960), about the Kennedy-Humphrey political contest in Wisconsin, shot by a group of men who soon emerged as America's leading exponents of the style--Richard Leacock, D.A. Pennebaker, and Al Maysles.  Their French counterparts, Jean Rouch (Chronique d'un ete, 1961) and Chris Marker (Le Joli Mai, 1963), using a more personal approach, exerted a tremendous influence on contemporary fiction filmmakers, notably Jean Luc GODARD, with such films as Chronique d'un ete (Chronicle of a Summer, 1961) and Le Joli Mai (Pretty May, 1963). 

The portraits of U. S. institutions made by Frederick WISEMAN (a hospital for the criminally insane in Titicut Follies, 1967; a health center for poor patients in Hospital, 1970;  a research institute for the study of animals in Primate, 1974) are ironic, chilling, and funny.  Perhaps the most extraordinary document of recent years, however, is Claude Lanzmann's Shoah (1985), a monumental, two-part, 9 1/2-hour film about memories of the Holocaust. 
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