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jI‘Ié:chanical Eye, Electronic Ear,

and the

In the quest for a scientific use of
film, there is, typically, a ten-
dency to validate|certain techni-
cal strategies, in prder to ensure
the defense of the ideological neu-
trality of the image. The purpose-
ful, object-oriented camera eye
does not allow ani/ filmed event to
be simply fortuitbus. Everything
must be bathed;, with meaning.

Lure of Authenticity’

Some call it Documentary.
i call it No Art, No Experi-
ment, No Fiction, No Doc-
umentary. To say some
thing, no thing, and allow
reality to enter. Capture
me. This, i feel, is no sur-
render. Contraries wmeet
and mate and i work best at
the limits of all categories.

i
* Paper delivered ;[:t “The Documentary Today: A Symposium,” Film in the
Cities (Minneapolis), 10-12 November, 1983. First published in Wide Angle, Vol.

6, No. 2 (1984).
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Translated or scientifically inter-
preted. Contrary to what many
writers on documentary films
have said, the striving for vérisi-
militude andifor that “authentic”
contact with “lived” reality is pre-
cisely that which links “factual”
("direct” and “concrete” ac-
cording to another classification)
films to studio-made films and
blurs their line of distinction.
Both types perpetuate the myth
of cinematic “naturalness,” even
though one tries its best to imitate
life while the other claims to du-
plicate it. THIS IS HOW ITIS. Or
was. The unfolding scene is cap-
tured, not only by an individual,
but also by a mechanical device,
The mechanical bears testimony
to its true existence and is a guar-
antee of objectivity. “Seeing is be-
lieving.” The formula, dear to
both fictional and factual films,
assumes that cinema’s role re-
mains that of hypnotizing and
propagandizing. The more so-
phisticated the recording tech-
nology, the closer to the real the
film practice is said to be, (Docu-
mentary) films that appeal to the
objective, scientific mind are
those eager to “tie cinematic lan-
guage to scientific rigor.” With
the development of an increasin g,
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Reassemblage. From si-
lences to silences, the frag-
ile essence of each frag-
ment sparks across the
screen, subsides and takes
flight. Almost there, half
named.

x

There is no hidden unity fo
be grasped, Yours. Perhaps
a plural moment of meet-

- ing or a single significant

note, on the run. To seize it
as substance is to mistake
the footprints made by the

Mechanical Eye, Electronic Eye

unobtrusive techriology, the hu-
man eye is expec;ted to identify
with the camera eye and its me-
chanical neutrality., The film-
maker/camera-opefrator should
either remain as absent as possi-
ble from the work, masking
thereby the constructed meaning
under the appearance of the natu-
rally given meaning, or appear in
person in the filn so as to guaran-
tee the authenticity of the obser-
vation. Such a boldness or a con-
cession (depending on how you
interpret it) denotss less a need to
acknowledge the subjectivity of
an individual's pqgint of view (if
it does, it is bound to be a very
simplistic solution to the prob--
lem of subject andipower), than a
‘desire to marry impersonal ob-
servation and personal participa-
tion. This happy synthesis of the
“universal scientific’ and the
“personal humanist” is thought to
result in a greater/humanity and
at the same time a greater objec-
tivity. In the progression toward
Truth, it seems clear that one can
only gain, never lose. First, con-
form to scientific demands, then
show scientists are also human
beings. The order lis irreversible.
And the ideology Jadopted is no
other than thatl[ of capturing
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shoes for the shoes them-
selves. To fix it as pure mo-
ment pure note is to restore
it to the void.

The nature of many ques-
tions asked leads inescap-
ably to intention-oriented
answers. On the frontline,
every single intervention
on my side has its reason
of being. True. But the
truth of reason is not nec-
essarily the reality of the
lived. Filming supposes as
much premeditation as ex-
perimentation. Intention-
ally unintentional then?

The fools are interesting
people, a film says. And i
look outside. Can’t do
without vest. Can't the
fools be fools too?

We all see differently. How
can it be otherwise when
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movement (objects) of life or resti-
tuting it (them) in a raw manner,
and revealing the authentic real-
ity by a neutral camera as well as
a neutral cineaste, whose role is
to interfere/participate as little as
possible, therefore to hide techno-
logically as much as feasible. Hu-
man interventions in the filming
and editing process are carried
out “scientifically” and reduced
to a minimum: The cineaste still
selects the framing, lighting (be it
natural or artificial), focus, speed,
but s/he should follow validated
technical strategies and avoid all
montage—regarded as an artifice
likely to compromise the authen-
ticity of the work. The question at
issue is that of greater or lesser
falsification. ‘Although the selec-
tion and treatment of the mate-
rial being filmed already indicate
the side s/he chooses (with its
ideological bias and constraints),
lesser falsification—such as edit-
ing in the camera (sic) or exposing
cuts as black spaces in the struc-
ture of the film—often implies no
falsification. At least, this is what
one senses through many docu-
mentary filmmakers’ discourse
and what their works connote.
For despite their denial of con-
ventional notions of objectivity
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images no longer illustrate
words and words no longer
explain  images? Which
progression? Which fold-
ing?

¢

What self expression? i
mis-express myself more
than it mis-expresses me.
Impresses itself on me, Un-
til it enters. Penetrates. En-
snares. Now i see and hear
myself decensoring.

Jump-cuts; jerky, unfin-
ished, insignificant pans;
split faces, bodies, actions,
events, rhythms, rhythm-
ized images, slightly off the
beat, discord; irregular col-
ors, vibrant, saturated, or
too bright; framing and re-

Mechanical Eye, Electronic Eye

and contempt fori romantic natu-
ralism, they continue to ask: how
can we be more objective?, better
capture the essencfe?, “see them as
they see each other?” and “let
them speak for themselves?”
Among the validated strategies
that reflect such a yearning and
state of mind are: the long take,
hand-held camera, sync-sound
{authentic soundj overlaid with
omnisicent cor’nnllentary (the hu-
man science rationale), wide-
angle lens, and anti-aestheticism
(the natural versus the beautiful,
or the real/mativd versus the fic-
tional/foreign). Tg value the long
take as an attempt at eliminating
distortions is, in ajway, to say that
life is a continuous process with
no ruptures, no blanks, no black-
outs. The longer, the truer. Holly-
woodian montage also aims at
the same: building up the illusion
of continuity and immortality.
For death strolls between images
and what advanced technology
holds out to tis are the prospects
of longer and longer life. The fus-
ing of real time and film time may
denote an intent {o challenge the
codes of cinematic tricks as well
as arigor in worliing with limita-
tions, But the Iorlg take is rarely
used as a principle of construc-

57

framing, hesitations; sen-
tences on sentences, looped
phrases, snatches of cown-
versations, cuts, broken
lines, words; repetitions;
silences; chasing camera;
squatting position; a look
for a look; guestions, re-
turned guestions; silences.

For many of us, the best
way to be neutral and ob-
jective is to copy reality me-
ticulously. Repeated.

Discontinuity begins with
non-cleavages, Insidelout-
side, personallimpersonal,
subjectivitylobjectivity.



No Master Territories

tion in itself, involving not only
the length but also the quality
and structure of shot. In most
cases, it is defended on the
grounds of its temporal realism,
and the goal pursued remains
chiefly that of preventing reality
from being falsely interpreted or
deformed through the removal of
expressive editing techniques:
The same may be said of the
hand-held camera. Emphasis,
here again, is laid on coherence of
cinematic space, not on disconti-
nuity (the hand-held camera can
be used precisely to deny and
shatter that coherence). The trav-
eling shot gives the image a touch
of authenticity: the movements of
the person filming and those of
the camera are said to intermin-
gle, even though nothing in the
result yielded seems to suggest a
radical departure from the con-
ventional realist account of an ac-
tion. Walking about with the
camera does provide the camera-
operator with greater freedom of
movement, hence greater ability
to catch people either unaware or
acting naturally, that is to say
while they are still “alive.” The
camera changes situations, espe-
cially when it remains static on a
_tripod, and when the operator has
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They can't do without
cleavages. i always blink
when i look. Yet they pre-
tend to gaze at it for you
ten minutes, half an hour
without blinking. And i of-
ten take back what i've just
shown, for i wish i had
made a better choice. How
do you go about framing
life? We linger on, believing
everything we show is
worth showing. “Worth?”

That's not imposing, that's
sharing. i frequently accept
similar formulas . . .

Mechanical Eye, Electronic Eye

to move from one “observation
post” to another. But what so of-
ten goes unchallenged here—in
the triped as well ias hand-held
camera—is the assiimed need to
offer several views of the same
subject/object from  different
angles, to follow or circle him/
her/it; and the exigency for an
identification between the cam-
era’s eye and the spectator’s eye,
as well as for a “peli‘fect balance”
between the movements of the
camera/operator and those of the
subjects being ﬁl’med. Omni-
science. The synghronous re-
cording of image and sound fur-
ther reinforces the authentic
contact with the lived and living
reality. Given the present state of
technology, the use of sync-sound
has become almost _Hlandatory in
all factual films. So|has the prac-
tice of translating and subtitling
the words of the| informants.
There is a certain veneration for
the real sound of thel film (an elec-
tronic sound that is|often spoken
of as if it is “real life” sound) and
for the oral testimony of the peo-
ple filmed. There i5 also a ten-
dency to apprehend language ex-
clusively as Meaning. IT HAS TO
MAKE SENSE. WE WANT TO
KNOW WHAT THEY THINK
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“Breaking rules” still refers
to rules.

On the lookout for “mes-
sages” that may be wrested
from the objects of obser-
vation.

Music is the opium of
cinema.

¥

Why not put in some natu-
ral sounds instead of si-
lences? someone asks.

Images. Not only images,
but images and words that
defy words and com-
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AND HOW THEY FEEL. Makil}g
a film on/about the “others” con-
sists of allowing them paternalis-
tically “to speak for themselves”
and, since this proves insufficient
in most cases, of completing their
speech with the insertion of a
commentary that will objectively
describe/interpret the images ac-
cording to a scientific-humanistic
rationale. Language as voice and

music—grain, tone, inflections,

pauses, silences, repetitions—
goes underground. Instead, peo-
ple from remote parts of the
world are made accessible
through dubbing/subtitling,
transformed into English-speak-
ing elements and brought into
conformity with a definite men-
tality. This is astutely called “giv-
ing voice”—literally meaning
that those who are/need to be
given an opportunity to speak up
never had a voice before. Without
their benefactors, they are bound
to remain non-admitted, non-in-
corporated, therefore, unheard.
One of the strategies that has
been gaining ground in ethno-
graphic cinema is the extensive
if not exclusive use of the wide
angle. Here again, the wide angle
is favored for its ability to reduce
false interpretations and is par-
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mentary.

A sliding relation between
ear and eye. Repetitions are
never identical.

To say nothing, no thing,
and shut that spinning ver-
bal top.

Or shatter that outer, inner
speech, which fills in every
time space, allowing me to
exist as a crystallized 1.

Hear with that mechanical
eye and see with that elec-
tronic ear. The text is not
meant to duplicate or
strengthen the verisimili-
tude of the images. It can,

|
|

Mechanical Eye, Electronic Eye

|
ticularly valuedi by filmmakers
concerned with, for example, in-
digenous peopleé’ complex kin-
ship structures and their notions
of the communit&, the group, or
the family. This time, the creed
is: the wider, the truer. Close-ups
are too partial; the camera that
focuses on an individual or a
group proves to be heavily biased,
for it fails to relate that person's
or that group’s activities to those
of their kin. So goes the reason-
ing, asifa largeljframe (one that
contains more) is less of a frame,
as if the wide angle does not, like
the close-up, cut off life. More-
over, the wide angle is known to
distort images. Thus, when it is
used exclusively and unquestion-
ably throughoutia film, even in
instances where there is only one
person in front of the camera, it
voluntarily deforins the figures of
the subjects, giving the spectator
the impression of looking con-
stantly through| an aquarium.
Some filmmakers will not hesi-
tate to answer to this that the aes-
thetic quality of fthe visuals is of
secondary importance. No Art

“here. A beautiful shot is apt to lie,

while a bad shot! “is a guarantee
of authenticity,” one that loses in
attractiveness but gains in truth.
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at best, strip them of their
usual chatter.

The tyranny of the camera
goes unchallenged. Instead
of alleviating it and ac-
knowledging it, many de-
clare it arrogant and walk
on unpressured,

Surely, “there is more to Art
than the straightness of
lines and the perfection of
images.” Similarly, there
must be more to Life than
andlogy and accumulation
of the real.

A fiction of security.

When i spoke about rela-
tionships i was immedi-
ately  asked: “between
what?” i have always
thought “within what?”
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Which truth, finally? And which
reality, when “life” and “art” are
perceived dualistically as two
mutually exclusive poles? When
dead, shallow, un-imag-inative
images are validated on pre-text
of their “capturing life directly?”
It is, perhaps, precisely the claim
to catch life in its motion and
show it “as it is” that has led a
great number of “documentari-
ans” not only to present “bad

shots,” but also to make us believe .

that life is as dull as the images
they project on the screen. Beauty
for beauty's sake sounds hope-
lessly sterile in today’s context of
filmmaking. However, between a
film that is not slick (that is to say
not concerned with aestheticism
per se), one that wallows in natu-
ral romanticism, and one that
mechanically or lifelessly records
the seen, there are differences.
And differences, I believe, never
offer two absolute oppositions.
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For “between” can be end-
less, starting from you and
me,  cameraffilmmakers
spectatorievents/persons
filmedlimagesisound/
silencelmusicllanguage/
colovitexturellinksicuts/
sequences! , . .

The very effort will kill it.

They only speak their own
language and when they
hear foreign sounds—mno
language to their ear—they
walk off warily, saying:
“It's not deep enough, we
haven't learned anything.”

Hlustration on next page.




