
Claiming The Real Documentary: Grierson
And Beyond
Discover the captivating world of documentary filmmaking, from its inception with
Grierson to the modern era of storytelling. Explore the evolution of this influential
genre and its impact on our understanding of reality.

Documentary films have the power to capture the essence of real-life stories,
presenting them in a format that engages, educates, and entertains. From the
humble beginnings with Grierson's pioneering work to the diverse range of styles
and subjects seen today, the documentary has evolved into a powerful medium
that shapes our perception of reality.

The Birth of Documentary: Grierson's Vision

John Grierson, a Scottish documentary filmmaker, coined the term "documentary"
in the early 1920s. His vision was to create films that showcased real-life events,
people, and social issues with an objective approach. Grierson wanted to move
away from the staged and heavily dramatic narratives of fiction films and instead
capture the authenticity of everyday life.
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Grierson's groundbreaking work, such as "Drifters" (1929) and "Night Mail"
(1936), set the foundation for what would become the documentary genre. These
films introduced innovative techniques, such as using hand-held cameras and
capturing spontaneous moments, that added a sense of realism to the
storytelling. Grierson believed that documentaries should serve a social purpose
by shedding light on important issues and challenging societal norms.

The Evolution of Documentary

As the documentary genre gained popularity, filmmakers around the world started
experimenting with different styles and approaches. The 1960s and 1970s
marked a significant shift in documentary filmmaking, with the emergence of the
"direct cinema" or "cinéma vérité" movement. Filmmakers like D.A. Pennebaker
and Frederick Wiseman embraced a more observational approach, allowing the
events to unfold naturally and capturing the authenticity of the subjects.

This era also saw the rise of politically driven documentaries, tackling issues such
as civil rights, war, and the environment. Michael Moore's confrontational style in
films like "Bowling for Columbine" (2002) and "Fahrenheit 9/11" (2004) brought a
new level of advocacy to the documentary genre, blurring the lines between
journalism and filmmaking.

In recent years, documentaries have taken various forms, from investigative
exposes to personal narratives and even docuseries. The advent of digital
technology and streaming platforms has made it easier for filmmakers to reach
wider audiences with their stories. This accessibility has opened up new
possibilities, allowing for diverse voices and perspectives to be heard.
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Claiming the Real: Truth and Manipulation

One of the ongoing debates in documentary filmmaking is the question of truth
and manipulation. While documentaries aim to present real-life stories, the
process of selecting and editing footage can influence the narrative. Filmmakers
have to make subjective decisions about what to include and exclude, shaping
the reality presented to the audience.

Christopher Campbell, a documentary filmmaker and scholar, argues that
documentaries are not meant to be objective records of reality but rather a
representation of reality. He suggests that the genre should be seen as a form of
storytelling, with filmmakers employing various techniques to engage the
audience emotionally and intellectually.

However, the power of manipulation within documentary filmmaking should not be
taken lightly. As viewers, we must approach documentaries with a critical eye and
seek to understand the motivations and biases of the filmmakers. In the era of
"fake news" and misinformation, documentary filmmakers have a responsibility to
present accurate and ethical portrayals of their subjects.

The Impact of Documentary Films

Documentary films have the capacity to reshape public opinion, challenge
societal norms, and inspire change. This influence can be seen in various realms,
from shaping political discourse to sparking discussions about social justice
issues.

For example, "An Inconvenient Truth" (2006), directed by Davis Guggenheim,
played a significant role in bringing climate change to the forefront of public
consciousness. The film utilized a combination of scientific data, personal



narratives, and visual storytelling to convey the urgency of the environmental
crisis.

Documentaries also provide a platform for underrepresented communities to
share their stories and experiences, raising awareness of social inequalities. Ava
DuVernay's "13th" (2016), which explores the connection between slavery,
racism, and mass incarceration, ignited important conversations about criminal
justice reform.

The Future of Documentary Filmmaking

The documentary genre continues to evolve, reflecting the ever-changing world
we live in. The rise of investigative journalism, online platforms, and citizen
journalism has led to an abundance of documentary content being created and
consumed.

Advancements in technology, such as virtual reality and interactive storytelling,
offer new immersive experiences for audiences. Filmmakers are also exploring
innovative methods of distribution, bypassing traditional cinema releases and
broadcasting networks to reach viewers directly through streaming platforms and
social media.

As society becomes more visually literate and connected, documentaries have
the potential to drive social change, inspire empathy, and foster understanding
across borders. With each new generation of filmmakers, the boundaries of the
genre are pushed further, allowing for a greater diversity of stories and
perspectives to be heard.

In



The documentary genre has come a long way since Grierson's early vision. From
his pioneering work to the modern era of diverse storytelling, documentaries
continue to captivate and engage audiences around the world. As we navigate an
increasingly complex and interconnected world, the power of real-life stories
presented in a documentary format remains a vital tool for understanding our
collective reality.
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Claiming the Real II describes the origins, development and current state of
documentary cinema, and the social, political, industrial and ethical factors that
determine its production. This new edition addresses the ethical quagmires,
digital technologies and proliferating forms that have transformed documentary
cinema.
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