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Introduction to the New Edition





Documentary has always been cinema’s ne’er-do-well. Whereas live action film and animation have, almost from the start, rung the box office bell, audiences have never really flocked to see their less showy sibling, non-fiction cinema. Artistically, documentary has achieved great things over the last eleven decades, as this book reminds us; and from the serious and socially engaged parts of our culture, it has more than had its dues. From the days of John Grierson at least, its relevance has not been in doubt. Yet in all these years, despite master film-makers such as Vertov, Humphrey Jennings, Marcel Ophüls, the Maysles brothers, Shohei Imamura, Chris Marker, Frederick Wiseman, Juris Podnieks, Kim Longinotto and Viktor Kossakovsky, documentary didn’t capture the imaginations of mainstream cinemagoers.


This began to change at the end of the 1990s. The first signs that the fortunes of documentary were shifting were when programmers of cultural cinemas found themselves hauling fiction films off their screens to milk the continuing box office of Wim Wenders’ Buena Vista Social Club. In its wake came commercially successful documentaries as diverse as Nicolas Philibert’s Être et Avoir, Michael Moore’s Bowling for Columbine, Jeffrey Blitz’s Spellbound, Morgan Spurlock’s Super Size Me and Luc Jacquet’s The March of the Penguins. There had been theatrically successful non-fiction films before this new wave, but with the exception of Steve James’ Hoop Dreams, these were almost exclusively performance pieces such as Alex Keshishian’s In Bed with Madonna and Jonathan Demme’s Stop Making Sense. In the wake of The Buena Vista Social Club, something different happened. The desire of audiences to see cinematic documentaries developed a certain momentum. Those who cared about non-fiction conceived outside the narrower formats and templates of television couldn’t quite believe what was happening. Sympathetic programmers, journalists and TV commissioning editors did what they could to sustain the momentum. This book is part of that spirit.


Imagining Reality: The Faber Book of Documentary was first published before this revival, but the beliefs that guided our first edition in 1996 remain intact in this update. Our book is unashamedly about the creativity of documentary. The list of books about the ethics and politics of non-fiction film continues to grow. We like some of these, and in no way deny the affinity the form has with social and political matters, but as filmmakers ourselves we find that documentary books sometimes ignore or underestimate the very aspect of documentary which we most admire – its formal range. Pick up a camera today and with it you can make an interview film, an essayistic one, a fly-on-the-wall observational film, one in which you construct the events which you record, a poetic or impressionistic work, a diary about your own life, a travelogue, a campaigning film, a piece of journalism or performance, or an experimental work, to name but some of the options. Your completed film might well blur the boundaries between these approaches, as some of the best documentaries have. If this book aims to do anything, it is to remind moviegoers and filmmakers alike that documentary isn’t simply one genre, but many. John Grierson’s aim to establish the usefulness of documentary films for contemporary life and democracy was noble – and necessary if governments were to be convinced to fund such films – but non-fiction film has suffered from such utilitarian branding.


We have structured the book chronologically, but it does not aspire to be a comprehensive history of the documentary. Although we have tried to cover many of the major film-makers and movements, we have been restricted by lack of space and, in some cases, by the absence of appropriate pieces of writing. It was more important to us to include pieces that were readable and inspiring than ones that were merely representative of an era or body of work. If no good pieces existed (or we couldn’t find them) then we were forced to leave those subjects out. Among the topics that we would like to have included were: Chinese documentary, and ethnographic film-making.


Wherever possible we have given precedence to pieces written by, or interviews with, film-makers themselves. It seemed important to keep the book as close to the actual films as possible.  


In recent years it has become possible to see a greater number of these than ever before, either in arts cinemas or on DVD or on several of the new quality digital television channels in the UK and elsewhere. Programmers of the latter in particular are to be encouraged, not only to repeat the works of, say, Marcel Ophüls as they do the fiction films of Alfred Hitchcock or Orson Welles, but also to introduce new documentarists, from lesser known producing nations, into the canon.


That is what you will encounter in what follows: a rough canon of a hundred or so of the greatest documentaries ever made. There are many gaps, oversights and contestable inclusions. We regret some of these – many great documentarists do not appear between these covers. We hope that reading this book is enjoyable in itself, but what we would really like is if it encourages you to see a Podnieks film for the first time, or find and be shocked by The Emperor’s Naked Army Marches On or Shoah, or Maximilian Schell’s Marlene. Or, best of all, to pick up a camera yourself.
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1 The Kingdom of Shadows





INTRODUCTION


Even in its infancy, when films were composed of a single shot and lasted less than a minute, film-makers were divided into two camps: those who looked to the real world for their subject matter, and those who filmed performances. At the forefront of the latter group was Thomas Edison. His first film – the first film? – was Fred Ott’s Sneeze, a brief record of his assistant pretending to sneeze. Among Edison’s other early titles, all shot in a tiny studio known as ‘the Black Maria’ in upstate New York, were Anabelle Butterfly Dance, showing the celebrated dancer Anabelle Moore in a diaphanous dress, gyrating against a black background, and a more risqué film of a belly-dancer called Fatima. When these films were first shown, the New York Journal (4 April 1896) ran the headline: ‘Lifeless Skirt Dancers In Gauzy Silks They Smirk and Pirouette at Wizard Edison’s Command.’ For Edison, film-making was a matter of contrivance and control.


On the other side of the divide, were the Lumière brothers. If Edison was the originator of the fiction film, they were the fathers of documentary. The audiences who came to see their first cinématographe programme in Paris in December 1895 were confronted not by exotic performances, but by vignettes and incidents from everyday life: workers passing through factory gates, a train pulling into a station, a baby being fed, a small boat leaving harbour.


Judging from contemporary reports, the Lumière films made a more profound impression on audiences than their Edison counterparts. Famously, Parisian spectators panicked and dodged aside when a train projected on the screen appeared to be heading towards them. Nothing as dramatic happened at early Edison screenings; the Americans merely marvelled at the ‘life-like’ quality of the moving images (‘So true to life were the figures … that the spectator would almost believe that the girls were real and that the machine which clicked and sputtered had nothing to do with the performance,’ wrote the man from the New York Journal).
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1 The first documentary. Workers leaving the Lumière factory (1895).








A more subtle and telling reaction to the Lumière’s proto-documentaries – one which the Edison films singularly failed to provoke – was recorded by the future film-maker Georges Méliès, a guest at an early screening. Referring to the film Le Déjeuner de Bébé, in which Auguste Lumière and his wife are seen feeding their baby, Méliès noted that the spectators were transfixed, not by the animated figures themselves, but by the rustling foliage in the background. Similarly, in A Boat Leaving a Harbour, it was the random movement of the waves which attracted their attention, and in Demolishing a Wall, the free-floating brickdust that filled the air. Why? Méliès suggests that the audience readily accepted the movements of photographed people because they were accustomed to the theatre, and to the idea of performers colluding in an illusion. But the brickdust, the rustling leaves and the waves were astonishing because they showed that the Lumière films were not an illusion, or a performance, but a grey, flickering mirror of a past reality. The cinema, unlike any previous art form, was able to represent the spontaneous – the very essence of life itself. 


Even today the Lumière films of 1895–1900 retain much of their freshness and peculiar sense of ‘naturalness’. They certainly make for more compelling viewing than the simplistic dumb show of most early fiction films. Purely from an historical point of view, it is fascinating to see how Paris, Peking or Piccadilly looked in the 1890s, to see how people dressed, how they walked and how the horse-drawn trams passed through the streets. But there is also something undeniably poignant about seeing moments from the relatively distant past preserved, knowing that everyone who appears in those films is long dead and buried. 1895, the year the cinema is said to have truly begun, was also, coincidentally, the year H.G. Wells published The Time Machine. The cinema is still the closest we can come to travelling in time.


Of course, for all their sense of spontaneity, of ‘life caught as it is’, the Lumière films (like every documentary to come) tampered with, and organized, ‘reality’. Most of their films were, literally, ‘set up’: subjects can sometimes be seen responding to a signal from behind the camera before starting their activities; often, as in A Train Arrives at the Station the people involved were not anonymous members of the public, as one might think, but members of the Lumière family, obviously rehearsed and positioned and then told to ignore the camera and act naturally.


On a more subtle level, even when these, almost the simplest films we can imagine, are not actually ‘set up’, they do what all art does: they give form to the chaos of life and make it meaningful. Take, for example, The Workers Leaving the Factory. Unlike the ‘reality’ from which it is drawn, the film is discrete; it has a beginning and an end and it is carefully structured so that it begins with the big, wooden gates of the factory opening and ends as they are about to close again. It has a circular narrative. And then there’s the framing. What are we not seeing? Where is this factory situated? Once a segment of ‘reality’ has been chosen, isolated and recorded it takes on significance and we are tempted to interpret it. Take Le Déjeuner de Bébé. Its themes are perhaps parenthood, familial joy and nourishment. Even in the simplest non-fiction film, the relationship between film and reality is not a straightforward or literal one, but that of a metaphor.




*





For almost a decade after the Lumières, the cinema was infatuated with reality. Fiction films remained comparatively rare. Up until as late as 1903, seventy-five per cent of films were so called actualities. Initially, subjects were chosen almost indiscriminately – the only important thing being that the films contained plenty of movement. Gradually, however, as the length of the films increased from one minute to five or more, subjects were chosen more carefully, designed to inform or entertain in their own right. They included topical events (disasters, parades and battles), famous personalities, scenic views from around the world and sporting fixtures; boxing films were the most popular.


But the dominance of factual cinema was short lived. Around 1903 fiction film-makers began to develop the techniques of editing, allowing ever more complex and effective stories to be told in an ever more subtle and sophisticated manner. The possibilities for creating tension and comedy in particular were enormous, and the popularity of fiction films grew astronomically.


Suddenly, films of unmanipulated reality seemed very dull indeed, and actualities were relegated to the bottom of the bill. Non-fiction film-makers had failed to advance their techniques since the days of the Lumières. A single shot was still deemed sufficient to cover an entire event. Their films lacked a strong, engaging narrative and characters with whom an audience could empathize. In the open market, only the most spectacular factual footage could now compete with the pleasures of fiction.


The Kingdom of Shadows


MAXIM GORKY





In April 1896 the young writer Maxim Gorky (1868–1936) attended one of the first Lumière Cinématographe shows in Russia in his home town of Nizhni-Novgorod. He wrote the following report for the local newspaper.





Last night I was in the Kingdom of Shadows.


If you only knew how strange it is to be there. It is a world without sound, without colour. Everything there – the earth, the trees, the people, the water and the air – is dipped in monotonous grey. Grey rays of the sun across the grey sky, grey eyes in grey faces, and the leaves of the trees are ashen grey. It is not life but its shadow, it is not motion but its soundless spectre.


Here I shall try to explain myself, lest I be suspected of madness or indulgence in symbolism. I was at Aumont’s and saw Lumière’s cinématographe – moving photography. The extraordinary impression it creates is so unique and complex that I doubt my ability to describe it with all its nuances. However, I shall try to convey its fundamentals.


When the lights go out in the room in which Lumière’s invention is shown, there suddenly appears on the screen a large grey picture, A Street in Paris – shadows of a bad engraving. As you gaze at it, you see carriages, buildings and people in various poses, all frozen into immobility. All this is in grey, and the sky above is also grey – you anticipate nothing new in this all too familiar scene, for you have seen pictures of Paris streets more than once. But suddenly a strange flicker passes through the screen and the picture stirs to life. Carriages coming from somewhere in the perspective of the picture are moving straight at you, into the darkness in which you sit; somewhere from afar people appear and loom larger as they come closer to you; in the foreground children are playing with a dog, bicyclists tear along, and pedestrians cross the street picking their way among the carriages. All this moves, teems with life and, upon approaching the edge of the screen, vanishes somewhere beyond it.


And all this in strange silence where no rumble of the wheels is heard, no sound of footsteps or of speech. Nothing. Not a single note of the intricate symphony that always accompanies the movements of people. Noiselessly, the ashen-grey foliage of the trees sways in the wind, and the grey silhouettes of the people, as though condemned to eternal silence and cruelly punished by being deprived of all the colours of life, glide noiselessly along the grey ground.


Their smiles are lifeless, even though their movements are full of living energy and are so swift as to be almost imperceptible. Their laughter is soundless, although you see the muscles contracting in their grey faces. Before you a life is surging, a life deprived of words and shorn of the living spectrum of colours – the grey, the soundless, the bleak and dismal life.


It is terrifying to see, but it is the movement of shadows, only of shadows. Curses and ghosts, the evil spirits that have cast entire cities into eternal sleep, come to mind and you feel as though Merlin’s vicious trick is being enacted before you. As though he had bewitched the entire street, he compressed its many-storied buildings from rooftops to foundations to yard-like size. He dwarfed the people in corresponding proportion, robbing them of the power of speech and scraping together all the pigment of earth and sky into a monotonous grey colour.


Under this guise he shoved his grotesque creation into a niche in the dark room of a restaurant. Suddenly something clicks, everything vanishes and a train appears on the screen. It speeds straight at you – watch out! It seems as though it will plunge into the darkness in which you sit, turning you into a ripped sack full of lacerated flesh and splintered bones, and crushing into dust and into broken fragments this hall and this building, so full of women, wine, music and vice.


But this, too, is but a train of shadows.


Noiselessly, the locomotive disappears beyond the edge of the screen. The train comes to a stop, and grey figures silently emerge from the cars, soundlessly greet their friends, laugh, walk, run, bustle, and … are gone. And here is another picture. Three men seated at the table, playing cards. Their faces are tense, their hands move swiftly. The cupidity of the players is betrayed by the trembling fingers and by the twitching of their facial muscles. They play … Suddenly, they break into laughter, and the waiter who has stopped at their table with beer laughs too. They laugh until their sides split but not a sound is heard. It seems as if these people have died and their shadows have been condemned to play cards in silence unto eternity …


This mute, grey life finally begins to disturb and depress you. It seems as though it carries a warning, fraught with a vague but sinister meaning that makes your heart grow faint. You are forgetting where you are. Strange imaginings invade your mind and your consciousness begins to wane and grow dim …  


But suddenly, alongside of you, a gay chatter and a provoking laughter of a woman is heard … and you remember that you are at Aumont’s, Charles Aumont’s … But why of all places should this remarkable invention of Lumière find its way and be demonstrated here, this invention which affirms once again the energy and the curiosity of the human mind, forever striving to solve and grasp all, and – while on the way to the solution of the mystery of life – incidentally builds Aumont’s fortune? I do not yet see the scientific importance of Lumière’s invention but, no doubt, it is there, and it could probably be applied to the general ends of science, that is, of bettering man’s life and the developing of his mind. This is not to be found at Aumont’s where vice alone is being encouraged and popularized. Why then at Aumont’s, among the ‘victims of social needs’ and among the loafers who here buy their kisses? Why here, of all places, are they showing this latest achievement of science? And soon probably Lumière’s invention will be perfected, but in the spirit of Aumont-Toulon and Company.
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2 Auguste Lumière and his wife feeding their baby (1895).








Besides those pictures I have already mentioned, is featured The Family Breakfast, an idyll of three. A young couple with its chubby firstborn is seated at the breakfast table. The two are so much in love, and are so charming, gay and happy, and the baby is so amusing. The picture creates a fine, felicitous impression. Has this family scene a place at Aumont’s?


And here is still another. Women workers, in a thick, gay and laughing crowd, rush out of the factory gates into the street. This too is out of place at Aumont’s. Why remind here of the possibility of a clean, toiling life? This reminder is useless. Under the best of circumstances this picture will only painfully sting the woman who sells her kisses.


I am convinced that these pictures will soon be replaced by others of a genre more suited to the general tone of the Concert Parisien. For example, they will show a picture titled: As She Undresses, or Madam  at Her Bath, or A Woman in Stockings. They could also depict a sordid squabble between a husband and wife and serve it to the public under the heading of The Blessings of Family Life.  


Yes, no doubt, this is how it will be done. The bucolic and the idyllic could not possibly find their place in Russia’s markets thirsting for the piquant and the extravagant. I also could suggest a few themes for development by means of a cinématographe and for the amusement of the market place. For instance: to impale a fashionable parasite upon a picket fence, as is the way of the Turks, photograph him, then show it.  


It is not exactly piquant but quite edifying.




 





Sources: A review of the Lumière programme at the Nizhni-Novgorod Fair, as printed in the Nizhegorodski listok newspaper, 4 July 1896, and signed ‘I. M. Pacatus’ – a pseudonym for Maxim Gorky. This translation comes from Kino by Jay Leyda, Allen and Unwin Ltd., London, 1960, translated by Leda Swan.


George Méliès and the Illusion of Reality




George Méliès (1861–1938), master of cinematic special effects and trickery and creator of the celebrated fantasy Le Voyage dans La Lune (1902), is often referred to as the progenitor of imaginative, illusionist cinema. However, during his first few years of production, Méliès’ work was firmly naturalistic.


The following extract from Méliès’ autobiography, written in the third person, towards the end of his life, describes the production and exhibition of one of his first films in 1896.





Having filmed in the studio a number of short comic or artistic scenes, Méliès wanted to take some sea views on the spot, in order to enhance his program with some scenic views, or documentaries, as we call them now. Very determined, he left for Trouville and Le Havre, loaded like a donkey. Two excruciating working days were in store for him. A storm was raging, as Méliès had chosen on purpose a period of bad weather, so as to obtain more attractive effects. His camera could hold only twenty metres of film and films could not be inserted or removed in the open air, therefore he had to spend the whole day in gymnastics, taking down his set-up after each shot, carrying all his equipment to a photographer’s shop to get it ready for his next shot. As he was alone he did not dare to leave anything on the shore, being afraid that somebody might touch his equipment and perhaps take away parts of it. It is easy to imagine the fatigue produced by such manoeuvres, especially if they are repeated twenty times in a day, usually walking miles on sandy beaches into which he often sank up to his knees, heavily loaded as he was. Nothing could stop him, however, as he was dedicated (‘avait le feu sacre’). He was tired when he came home, but he triumphantly brought back to Paris about fifteen glorious shots which had a prodigious effect on the spectators. Nothing of that kind had ever been seen before; the assault of raging waves on the cliffs of Sainte Adresse, the foam, the seething waters, foam sprayed into the air, the eddies and spindrifts which were flitting about. As banal as all this might appear today, it fascinated the public then, as it was used to standard representations of the sea in the theatre which was realized by means of painted canvas surfaces shaken by kids crawling underneath it. It was the rigorously exact representation of nature – a complete novelty at that time – which thrilled the public. The ones who were familiar with the sea exclaimed, ‘That’s it, exactly!’ and the ones who had never seen the sea felt they were standing on its shore.




 





Sources: Méliès’ memoirs La Vie et l’oeuvre d’un des plus anciens pionniers de la cinématographie mondiale – Georges Méliès, createur du spectacle cinématographique. First published in Georges Méliès by Mageby Maurice Bessy and Lo Duca, Paris, 1945 & 1961.


1896: Censorship of News Footage in Imperial Russia


FRANCIS DOUBLIER





Early in 1896, in order to take full advantage of what they thought would be the short commercial life of the cinema, the Lumière brothers trained up four of their workmen as cameramen/projectionists and sent them on world tours, with strict instructions not to reveal the secrets of the cinematograph to anyone – even royalty. In each new place they visited the operators shot topical events and scenic views, which were included in their nightly shows. These locally produced films attracted large audiences – everyone was desperate to see their own town or city projected on the screen – before being sent back to the burgeoning Lumière archive in Lyon. In this way films were made and shown in almost every country by 1898 – just three years after the first cinema show in Paris.


Among the original Lumière cinematograph operators was the seventeen-year-old Francis Doublier, who is visible wearing a straw hat and riding a bicycle in the Lumière’s very first film Workers Leaving the Factory. After visiting Madrid in 1895 to film a bullfight and giving Lumière shows in Brussels, Paris and Amsterdam, Doublier initiated film production in Russia on 14 May 1896 when he shot the coronation of Tsar Nicholas II. Two days later Doublier was present at a feudal ceremony at which the new Tsar was presented to his subjects. Doublier and his assistant, Moisson, set up their camera on the roof of an unfinished building near the Tsar’s stand. What happened next was almost certainly the first instance of film censorship. Doublier recalled:







We arrived about eight o’clock in the morning because the ceremony was due to take most of the day, and the Tsar was to arrive early. When I saw some of the souvenirs being handed out ahead of time, I got down and pushed through the very dense crowd to the booths, about 150 feet away. On the way back, the crowd began to push, impatient with the delay and by the time I got within twenty-five feet of our camera, I heard shrieks behind me and panic spread through the people. I climbed on to a neighbour’s shoulders and struggled across the top of the frightened mass. That twenty-five feet seemed like twenty-five miles, with the crowd underneath clutching desperately at my feet and biting my legs. When I finally reached the roof again, we were so nervous that we were neither able to guess the enormity of the tragedy nor to turn the camera crank. The light boarding over two large cisterns had given way, and into these and into the ditches near the booths hundreds had fallen, and in the panic thousands more had fallen and been trampled to death. When we came to our senses we began to film the horrible scene. We had brought only five or six of the sixty-foot rolls, and we used up three of these on the shrieking, milling, dying mass around the Tsar’s canopy where we had expected to film a very different scene. I saw the police charging the crowd in an effort to stop the tidal wave of human beings. We were completely surrounded and it was only two hours later that we were able to think about leaving the place strewn with mangled bodies. Before we could get away the police spotted us, and added us to the bands of arrested correspondents and witnesses. All our equipment was confiscated and we never saw our precious camera again. Because of the camera we were particularly suspect, and we were questioned and detained until the evening of the same day, when the Consul vouched for us.





Source: Jay Leyda, Kino: A History of Russian and Soviet Film; George Allen and Unwin Ltd., London, 1960.


Boleslaw Matuszewski and the Documentary Idea




The Pole Boleslaw Matuszewski (1856–1929?) was almost certainly the first person to seriously consider and write about the documentary possibilities of cinema. As early as 1898 he suggested the foundation of a film archive for films of documentary importance.


Little is known of Matuszewski’s life, but it seems his first contact with cinema was through the Lumière operation in St Petersburg. In January 1898 when the President of France visited Russia, Bismarck almost created an international incident by protesting that the Frenchman had failed to salute a march past in his honour. Matuszewski’s film of the event proved otherwise and a diplomatic incident was averted.


The following extract is taken from Matuszewski’s pamphlet Une nouvelle source de l’histoire, published in Paris in 1898.





Sir, allow me to call to your attention a project which is ready for implementation and which I would like to interest you in. It is about providing a suitable repository for a collection of cinematographic documents …


Inevitably restrained to begin with, this collection will expand rapidly as our curiosity about moving pictures goes beyond simple recreations of scenes and fantastical images, towards actions and spectacles with a documentary interest, and scenes of unusual individuals and events are replaced by animated photography of aspects of public or national life. The simple pastime of animated photography will then become an acceptable process for the study of the past, and moreover it will give it a clear view and will remove, at least on certain important points, the need to investigate or study.


Perhaps the cinematograph does not give the whole story, but at least what it gives is unquestionable and of an absolute truth. Ordinary photography allows retouching which can go as far as transformation, but try retouching in an identical way each shape on the thousands of almost microscopic plates! One can say that animated photography has an authentic character and a unique exactness and precision. It is the true eyewitness and is infallible. It can control oral tradition and if people contradict each other it can prove who is right and silence the liar. Let us imagine a military or naval manoeuvre each phase of which has been filmed by the cinematograph. A debate begins. It can soon be resolved. With a mathematical exactness it can give the distances between two scenes in view. Often it indicates very clearly the hour of the day, the season and the climactic conditions in which the event occurs. From the first far-off appearance on the horizon, it can capture the unnoticed movement of something as it moves to the point closest to the screen. In summary, one would wish that other historical documents could have the same degree of accuracy of evidence and certainty.




 





Source: Boleslaw Matuszewski’s pamphlet Une nouvelle source de l’histoire, first published in Paris in 1898. Translated by Rachel Davison and Annalene Hursthouse.


Taking the Camera to War 


ALBERT E. SMITH





Albert E. Smith and J. Stuart Blackton co-founded the American Vitagraph Company in New York in 1897. Originally the youthful pair merely showed Edison films as part of a Vaudeville act but soon Smith, a talented engineer, constructed his own camera and projector and they went into production.


In 1898 Smith and Blackton took their camera to Cuba to film the Spanish-American war. This was long thought to be the first occasion a moving picture camera was taken into battle, until it was recently discovered that the flamboyant English war correspondent Fredric Villiers got there first, taking shots of the Greco-Turkish war of 1897 and the battle of Omdurman in the Sudan the following year.


In his autobiography Smith recounts how difficult it was to get satisfactory shots of the fighting in Cuba and how, when they got back to New York, they realized that they had completely missed the biggest engagement of them all, the Battle of Santiago Bay.





Once in our office, we knew we were in trouble. Word had spread through New York that Vitagraph had taken pictures of the Battle of Santiago Bay! To caller after caller we said we had not developed any of the film, that we were not sure what we had, that it would be some time yet inasmuch as the film had to be processed in order. We sat down and looked at each other. How to get out of this one? Vitagraph, not too well off as things were, could ill-afford to reverse itself.


Blackton said we could fake a sea battle and I said he was insane, but as the minutes passed the idea got better and better. Why not?


At this time street vendors in New York were selling large sturdy photographs of ships of the American and Spanish fleets. We bought a set of each and we cut out the battleships. On a table, topside down, we placed one of artist Blackton’s large canvas-covered frames and filled it with water an inch deep. In order to stand the cut-outs of the ships in the water, we nailed them to lengths of wood about an inch square. In this way a little ‘shelf’ was provided behind each ship, and on this shelf we placed pinches of gunpowder – three pinches for each ship – not too many, we felt, for a major sea engagement of this sort.


For a background, Blackton daubed a few white clouds on blue-tinted cardboard. To each of the ships, now sitting placidly in our shallow ‘bay’, we attached a fine thread to enable us to pull the ships past the camera at the proper moment and in the correct order.


We needed someone to blow smoke into the scene, but we couldn’t go too far outside our circle if the secret was to be kept. Mrs Blackton was called in and she volunteered, in this day of non-smoking womanhood, to smoke a cigarette. A friendly office boy said he would try a cigar. This was fine, as we needed the volume.


A piece of cotton was dipped in alcohol and attached to a wire slender enough to escape the eye of the camera. Blackton, concealed behind the side of the table furthermost from the camera, touched off the mounds of gunpowder with his wire taper – and the battle was on. Mrs Blackton, smoking, and coughing, delivered a fine haze. Jim had worked out a timing arrangement with her so that she blew the smoke into the scene at approximately the moment of explosion. Brave soul though she was, Mrs Blackton turned and fled with each blast of gunpowder. Jim waited until she returned, whereupon he would ignite another mound and Mrs Blackton would blow in the smoke, then flee. Consequently, the lapse between Mrs Blackton’s flight and return made it impossible for Blackton to ‘shoot’ in rapid-fire order. We knew this was a serious compromise of the real battle, but it was hardly a time to weigh deceptions.


The boy on the other side of the table was not faring as well, the cigar quickly proving too much for him, though he held to his post in fine military fashion. Blackton was the busiest – setting off the powder, drawing one ship then another into the scene, and stirring up little waves.


It would be less than the truth to say we were not wildly excited at what we saw on the screen. The smoky overcast and the flashes of fire from the ‘guns’ gave the scene an atmosphere of remarkable realism. The film and the lenses of that day were imperfect enough to conceal the crudities of our miniature, and as the picture ran only two minutes there was not time for anyone to study it critically. Deception though it was then, it was the first miniature and the forerunner of the elaborate ‘special effects’ technique of modern picturemaking.


Pastor’s and both Proctor houses played to capacity audiences for several weeks. Jim and I felt less and less remorse of conscience when we saw how much excitement and enthusiasm were aroused by The Battle of Santiago Bay and the thirty-minute-long Fighting with Our Boys in Cuba. Almost every newspaper in New York carried an account of the showings, commenting on Vitagraph’s remarkable feat in obtaining on-the-spot pictures of these two historic events.




 





Source: Two Reels and a Crank, Doubleday and Company, Inc., Garden City, New York, 1952.



















2 Going to Extremes





INTRODUCTION


Non-fiction films never regained the popularity they had during cinema’s first decade, but, in one form or another they continued to be produced in great quantities throughout the silent period.


Newsreels, devised by Pathé Frères in France in 1910 and rapidly imitated around the world, were the most ubiquitous, if least ambitious, non-fiction form. Essentially a development of the early ‘topicals’, they provided the often illiterate working classes with a palatable weekly dose of current affairs.


On the whole, however, audiences were no longer interested in seeing their own world reflected back at them, and heartily resisted films which had a mission to improve. A ‘scenic’ or ‘educational’ was often thrown in by a distributor as part of a film programme, but the money invested in them was limited and the public held them in contempt. In order to secure any sort of popular appeal, proto-documentary-makers were forced to film the extremes of human experience. That usually meant either going to war or travelling to exotic corners of the globe.


War footage had been a cinema staple since the Spanish-American conflict of 1898. Distributors had always understood the blend of morbid voyeurism and patriotism which made war films so popular, but it was only with the First World War that governments fully realized the propaganda value of cinema and supported the medium. In Britain the best of the resulting films included Battle of the Somme (1916) and Sons of the Empire (1917) and in Germany, The Battle of Przemsyl (1915) and Germany and its Armies of Today (1917). In France, Paris in the Third Year of the War (1917) was notable in not showing soldiers at all, but concentrating – with surprising realism – on the difficult living conditions on the home front.


First World War films were usually compilations, often utilizing old, irrelevant or downright fake footage. To a modern viewer much of the material is tedious: an endless round of marching troops, royal inspections and artillery firing at invisible targets. There is little or no sign of death, destruction and carnage – cameramen were forbidden by the military to take long lenses to the front and by all accounts what little combat footage they obtained was eliminated by the censors. Occasionally, there are spectacular moments, as in the 1918 German film Kriegflieger an der Westfront [Fighter Pilots on the Western Front] which – apart from an unexpected glimpse of Herman Goering in his days as an air ace – has an astonishing, perhaps unique, shot of a real dogfight in action, taken by an automatic camera perched on the German plane’s wing.


Early travel-films fell into three approximate categories. Travelogues, invented and popularized by Burton Holmes, provided picturesque views of exotic climes and were often little more than the visual accompaniment to genteel lectures. The second category of travel films were the genuine ethnographic and expeditionary films. As early as 1901 the Baldwin-Spencer expedition in Australia took along a camera to record tribal rituals.


The final type of travel film was that made to record – and often ultimately to fund – amateur expeditions. At their worst these films were vulgar and self-serving, glorifying the dubious exploits of obtuse, solar-topee-clad westerners searching out adventure in the wilds of Africa or Asia, without the slightest interest in the local people or surroundings. Some amateur expeditionary films did, however, record remarkable adventures, from sailing down the length of the Yangtse river in 1909, to being shipwrecked on a cannibal island off Borneo.


But however good the raw material for early travel and war films could be, the film-makers rarely had a clear idea of how to shape it by shooting or editing. Neither lectures nor the fiction film offered a satisfactory model. Audiences wanted drama, tension and characters with whom they could empathize, but how could they find those in factual footage? Some travel film-makers attempted to satisfy the audience by having the ‘natives’ act out simple fictional plots, while retaining the ‘authentic background’. The results were absurd – like crossing a Mary Pickford film with an ethnographic essay.


It was not until Robert Flaherty and Nanook of the North (1922) that a satisfactory synthesis was found. Flaherty adopted both the editing style and dramatic structure of the fiction film, while taking his characters and plot from the life of the Inuit Eskimos he was filming. Because Flaherty had known and lived with the Eskimos for years before he made his famous film, he understood and respected their culture, and perhaps most crucially, looked beyond cultural differences to a common humanity. The film may romanticize but it rarely patronizes.


Flaherty’s film Nanook was not about the Great White Explorer, but about the fascinating way of life of an isolated people battling for survival against the elements. The central drama is: will they or will they not survive the harsh environment? Flaherty realized that if a scene was shot and edited like a fiction film, he could create tension and expectation around almost any process, from building an igloo to harpooning a walrus.


Ironically, in order to find its first really successful model, the documentary had to move further away from reality and adopt the dramatic and technical features of the fiction film.


A Woman at War


JESSICA BORTHWICKE





In 1913–1914 twenty-two year old Jessica Borthwicke spent a year in the Balkans filming the First and Second Balkan Wars.


After only three days of instruction from motion picture camera manufacturer Arthur Newman, and citing ‘curiosity’ as her motivation, she set off for the front. This account of her adventures appeared in The Bioscope.





The difficulties of taking cinematograph pictures on the battlefield, especially when you are alone and unaided by any assistant, are, as you can imagine, tremendous. The use of a tripod is a particular embarrassment. Things happen so quickly in time of war that, unless one can be ready with one’s camera at a few seconds’ notice, the episode one wishes to record will probably be over. During the Serbian war in Macedonia, my tripod was smashed by a shell, and although the camera was intact, the film … got hopelessly jumbled up and had to be cut away from the mechanism.


Another great difficulty was the want of a darkroom. One day, while taking films in the Rhodope Mountains, I came to a strange village of wooden huts inhabited by a nomadic race called Vlaques. Something went wrong with my camera, and I tried to make the people understand that I wanted some place which would serve as a darkroom. It was impossible to get them to grasp what I meant, however, until eventually I found a man making rugs out of sheeps’ wool. After much persuasion, I induced him to cover me up with his rugs, and in this unusual and very stuffy ‘darkroom’ I managed to open my camera in safety. Having no film box with me at the moment, I wrapped the negative up in pieces of paper and stowed it away in my pocket, carrying it thus for fifteen days until I returned to Sofia. Occupied with other matters, I forgot the film and handed my coat to a servant who, being of an inquisitive nature, unwrapped the negative, and finding it uninteresting, put it back in the pocket without the paper, afterwards hanging up the coat to air in the sun. Subsequently I developed the film – and found it one of the best I had.


The want of a technical dictionary, combined with the natives’ ignorance of photography, brought about several rather amusing situations. On one occasion, in Adrianople, I lost a screw from my tripod. There were shops of most other kinds, but no ironmongers, and at last, in despair, I tried to explain to an officer what I wanted in dumb show, not knowing the word for ‘screw’. Having followed my actions for some moments with apparent intelligence, he suddenly hailed a cab and bundled me hastily in. We drove right across the city, until eventually we entered some massive gates and drew up – inside the prison. However, I turned the misconception to advantage by securing some excellent snapshots and having some very interesting talks with the prisoners. One convict – a German of considerable education – invited me to go and see him hanged the next morning. I saw two executions in that prison.


During the cholera rage in Adrianople, everything connected with that terrible disease was painted black. The carts in which the dead bodies were carried away were black, for example, as were the coffins in which cholera victims were buried. While the scourge was at its height, I went down into the gypsy quarter to take a film. The people in this part of the city had never seen a camera before, and when they saw me pointing my black box at various objects they thought I was operating some wonderful new instrument for combating the disease which was destroying them. Quickly surrounding me, they came and knelt upon the ground, kissing my feet and clothing, and begging with dreadful pathos that I should cure them. It was a task as sad as it was difficult to explain that their hopes were mistaken, and that I was impotent to help them …




 





Sources: Kevin Brownlow, The War, The West and The Wilderness, Knopfler, New York, 1979. Original quotation from The Bioscope, 7 May 1914.


In the Land of the Head Hunters


EDWARD S. CURTIS





The American ethnographic photographer and writer Edward S. Curtis (1868–1952) is best remembered today for his stunning twenty-volume study of vanishing Indian culture, The North American Indian, published between 1907 and 1930. Less well known is that Curtis had ambitions as a film-maker, and in 1912 founded the Continental Film Company, with the intention of making a series of films to ‘document’ Indian tribal life. Ultimately, only one film in this projected series was completed: In The Land of The Head Hunters (1914), featuring the Kwakiutl Indians of the Pacific North-West.


Perhaps naïvely, Curtis hoped his films would both ‘meet the demands of the scientists and students’ and appeal to ‘the masses, or those who are looking for amusement only’. Like Robert Flaherty’s Nanook almost a decade later1, In The Land of The Head Hunters is set in an idealized period before the white man’s influence undermined traditional tribal life. It is a peculiar mixture of detailed anthropological reconstruction – using original costumes, rituals etc. – and a preposterous, Hollywood-style story.


This piece is from the Continental Film Company’s prospectus, issued in 1913, and almost certainly penned by Curtis. It contains the first known use of the term ‘documentary’ in the English language – predating John Grierson by thirteen years.  





The question might be raised as to whether the documentary material would not lack the thrilling interest of the fake picture. It is the opinion of Mr Curtis that the real life of the Indian contains the parallel emotions to furnish all necessary plots and give the pictures all the heart interest needed. In this respect it is as important that we take into consideration the Indian’s mental processes as it is to picture his unique costume.


To do the work in a way creditable to the subject and to the nation would require a vigorously conducted campaign covering a period of five to fifteen years, this presumably to include Central and South America. All pictures made should be classed among the educational, and should be preserved as a part of the documentary material of the country. It is needless to say that such a collection of material would be an important national asset, and would from the beginning have the encouragement of every educational institution.


In making such pictures, the greatest care must be exercised that the thought conveyed be true to the subject, that the ceremony be correctly rendered, and above all, that the costumes be correct. It must be admitted that the making of such a series of pictures would be the most difficult thing attempted in motion photography, but it can be done, and will be one of the most valuable documentary works which can be taken up at this time.


The Indians and the Indian life do now and will for all time furnish an important part of the literature, art, and drama of our country.


As to motion pictures and their bearing on the subject, it is safe to say that properly produced under proper and permanent arrangement, they can be made of more importance than books or printed illustrations.




 





Source: A prospectus for the Continental Film Company issued in 1913, reproduced in Edward S. Curtis by Holm and Quimby.


Pancho Villa Fights for the Camera


TERRY RAMSAYE





This piece, on the celebrated Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa’s yearning for movie stardom, is from Terry Ramsaye’s ground-breaking film history A Million and One Nights.





Villa, like every military conqueror, was a dramatist. It was the physical excitement and emotion of war which lured him on. Modern wars are won by book-keeping and the strategy of maps on flat-top desks. But Villa’s generalship was of the feudal age, when valor was efficiency. Villa rode to battle and conquest because he loved the vision of himself on horseback.


And Villa ahorseback, in consequence of his propaganda of glory, became a figure of striking dramatic interest in the motion picture. Never of the slightest importance to the screen, he lighted it for a moment with the flare of his ambition. He did not, after all, tell the world of the glories of the great Pancho, but he tried.


The year of 1914 had just dawned when agents of Villa in El Paso on the border let it be known that the conquistador could be approached for the motion picture rights of his war.


The Kings of Babylon graved their conquest of the Hittites in tablets of stone. Trajan had his column, and Pancho Villa would inscribe his glories in the living shadows of the screen and let the theatre proscenium be his Arc de Triomphe. Meanwhile, in an immediately practical sense, pictures of the success of Villa would make Villa more powerful in taking tribute of those foreign interests which could use the friendship of any Mexican government whatsoever.


The El Paso representatives of a number of motion picture concerns sent wires away to their home offices in New York. New York home offices in the motion picture industry usually let telegrams from such inconsequential persons as El Paso branch exchange managers ripen on the desk. Fate, however, entered.


And Harry E. Aitken, president of the Mutual Film Corporation, read his mail and messages that morning. There was an appeal to the ever-glowing imagination of Aitken in this daring idea. Saturday, 3 January 1914, Frank M. Thayer, acting for the Mutual Film Corporation, signed a contract with Villa in Juarez, taking over the screen rights to the Villa version of the salvation of Mexico by torch and Mauser. It was agreed that Villa was to fight his battles as much by photographic daylight as possible. He was to share on a percentage basis the earnings of his pictures. He received in hand pay, in most excellent gringo money, $25,000.


… Villa delayed his projected attack on the city of Ojinaga until the Mutual could bring up its photographic artillery. When the cameras had consolidated their position the offensive swept forward and Ojinaga fell to Villa and film.


When the pictures reached New York they were found to contain too much Villa and not enough war. The films were shown in the Mutual Film Corporation’s projection room to various officials. Francisco Madero, Sr., the aged father of the murdered president of Mexico, was in the audience that 22 January 1914 exiled from his home.


When the victorious Villa rode, close-up, through the streets of Ojinaga, a handsome young officer was at his side. The elder Madero leaped to his feet and shouted his name, ‘Raoul! Raoul!’ The motion picture had discovered for him his missing son. Raoul Madero was now riding to vengeance for family, in the rebel army.


Down through Mexico with Villa the Mutual’s special camera cars travelled on the military trains, bearing to the peons the trademark message, ‘Mutual Movies Make Time Fly.’ Villa became one of the worst of that genus described in camera vernacular as a ‘lens louse’. He had to be photographed riding at the head of a column every little while whether he needed it or not. Villa was not one of those controlled souls who can take it or leave it alone. This waste of film annoyed one photographer into an expedient of cranking an empty machine. ‘I fooled the greaser that time – there’s no film in the old box,’ he remarked to his assistant. He was overheard by a Mexican who understood Americanese. The cameraman was put over the border with a blessing and advice that afternoon.


It probably would have been pleasanter to Villa to have shot the cameraman, but Villa was interested in the film business now. Business forces many good men into compromises like that.


For the benefit of the films Villa staged an excellent shelling scene with a battery of light field guns. The picture went from close-ups of the guns to telephoto long shots of the hillside under fire, with the bodies of men flying in the air after the shell bursts. The ugly rumor got about that the hills had been planted with otherwise useless prisoners as properties.


But the evidence of the films is not to be accepted entirely for that. After the battle of Torreon it became apparent that the war needed a director and a scenario writer. H.E. Aitken discovered then what others have spent a great deal to learn since, that the best place to make war pictures is on the studio lot. Aitken went south, and on 10 March returned from Juarez with a new contract for the making of The Life of Villa, as per a good snappy New York scenario.




 





Source: Terry Ramsaye, A Million And One Nights: A History of the Motion Picture, Simon and Schuster, New York, 1926.





The Worst Location in The World: Herbert G. Ponting in the Antarctic


DENNIS LYNCH





Herbert G. Ponting’s life (1870–1935) was never the same again after he answered the advertisement for a photographer and cinematographer to accompany Captain Scott on his fatal expedition to the South Pole. Until his dying day, this mild-mannered man was driven by a peculiar cocktail of obsession, duty and bitterness to keep Scott’s memory alive, editing and re-editing the remarkable footage he had shot during his two years in the Antarctic into at least three major films between 1912 and 1933.








[image: ]

3 Herbert Ponting’s photograph of Captain Scott’s ship, The Endeavour (1911).











Although a seasoned still photographer and travel writer, Ponting had absolutely no experience with moving pictures before he joined Scott. Nevertheless, and despite the often difficult conditions in which he had to work, his material is technically immaculate and frequently breath-takingly beautiful. No other expeditionary film-maker of the period came close to matching Ponting’s camerawork.





The expedition sailed to Antarctica. Ponting did not get off to a good start. He was seasick on the way out. Scott wrote that Ponting ‘posed several groups before the cinematograph, though obliged repeatedly to retire to the ship’s side. Yesterday he was developing plates with the developing dish in one hand and an ordinary basin in the other.’ He made many shots of the ship, the crew, and the scenery. The angles from which they were taken showed that Ponting continued to risk life and limb for an expressive picture.


The most thrilling and commented-on film scene was taken from an elaborate perch rigged over the side of the ship, where Ponting cranked with one hand and held on for dear life with the other, and which showed the bow of the Terra Nova breaking through the pack-ice. The shot has been copied in many other films. One story must illustrate the zeal and panache Ponting – this British clubman honed in the far western United States – brought to his art. In sticky situations, when it seemed to be a matter of saving himself or his kit, Ponting reflected, significantly, that ‘without my cameras I was helpless’ and managed to save both. One of Ponting’s serious close calls in the Antarctic was with a pack of killer whales. Ponting narrated the story. (Fantastic as it is, it is corroborated by Scott.):


‘The whales dived under the ice, so, hastily estimating where they would be likely to rise again, I ran to the spot … I had got to within six feet of the edge of the ice … when, to my consternation, it suddenly heaved up under my feet and split into fragments around me; whilst … the eight whales … burst from under the ice and ‘spouted’ … They made a tremendous commotion, setting the floe in which I was now isolated rocking furiously … Then they turned about with the deliberate intention of attacking me … I wondered whether I should be able to reach safety before the whales reached me; and I recollect distinctly thinking, if they did get me, how very unpleasant the first bite would feel, but that it would not matter much about the second.’


Even Ponting thought he sometimes went too far. ‘Several times I fell through [the ice] up to my middle,’ he wrote, and he felt that swift tidal current pulling at him. ‘In looking backwards I sometimes shudder at the risks I took so recklessly in those early days, not knowing the imminence of the dangers, which a year in those regions taught me to hold in greater respect.’


Whales aside, the technical difficulties of photography in the Antarctic are formidable today and were more so in 1910. The low temperatures – 100 degrees of frost – meant that film was so brittle it broke, that equipment had to be operated with thick gloves, and that if you took off your gloves, your skin froze to the metal.


‘To so much as breathe upon a lens in the open air was to render that lens useless, for it instantly became covered with a film of ice which could not be removed. It had to be brought into warm air, and thawed off, then wiped dry.’




 





Source: ‘H.G. Ponting in the Antarctic, 1910–1912’ by Dennis Lynch, in Film History, 1989, Vol. 3.


Genuine War Films


W. STEPHEN BUSH AND CAPTAIN F. E. KLEINSCHMIDT





Captain F. E. Kleinschmidt was a professional explorer and adventurer who made his first film while leading the 1909–11 Carnegie Museum expedition to Alaska and Siberia.


In 1914 Kleinschmidt set out for Europe to film the Great War, obtaining some spectacular footage, mostly of the German side, which he eventually edited into War on Three Fronts (1916). When America entered the war the film was condemned as enemy propaganda and withdrawn from circulation. D.W. Griffith then bought the material for $60,000, planning to incorporate it into his semi-documentary feature Hearts of the War. But very little of it was ever used and Kleinschmidt’s original film has vanished without trace.


The following letter from Kleinschmidt was sent to the journalist W. Stephen Bush of The Moving Picture World in August 1914. The explanatory comments are Bush’s.





The Captain writes: ‘Upon my arrival at the Great Headquarters of the Austrian Army I was invited by the Crown Prince to give a lecture on my last Arctic expedition and show my moving pictures to the officers of the general staff. The Archduke, Field Marshal Frederick, highest commanding officer, his wife, daughters and all generals and officers were present. This lecture gave me the magic key that unlocked all doors and gave me privileges and opportunities to accomplish things.’


Hardly ever before in the history of filmdom has a cameraman travelled in the style de luxe enjoyed by the captain. He was provided with a high officer who acted as his guide, then he was fitted with two military servants, who attended all the personal comforts of the captain and who soon learned to pack and set up the camera.


That the captain is in the best of spirits and making full use of his opportunities may be taken for granted. He speaks of ‘Austrian hospitality and the Austrian readiness to help and favor you’, and compares them to the aid and the hospitality he found ‘on our own frontiers and the prospectors in their cabins and on the trail in Alaska.’ They have not fought any battles for the special benefit of his camera, but they were willing to go to great lengths in order to oblige. ‘Last week,’ the captain writes, ‘while I was in the foremost trenches and took pictures of the Russian trenches only three hundred yards away, a whole battery was ordered to cover the Russian trenches with shrapnel to enable me to take the pictures of the exploding bombs. Troops of cavalry have been alarmed for me, flyers have taken me up to take pictures from above: in fact everything has been done for me that could possibly be done, even the huge siege mortars that destroyed the forts of Antwerp, Liege and Namur were ordered to be set in motion for me, although even one single shot costs a pretty sum of money. One might think that I have taken pictures of about everything that could possibly happen, but every day a new feature comes up and I believe I can stay with the work during the entire war and not duplicate much.’


With ample facilities afforded to him, Captain Kleinschmidt feels that he can put a good deal of order and system into his war films. He believes in showing every stage of movement in the three great arms: infantry, cavalry and artillery. ‘The great siege mortars,’ he says, ‘I have from the caves where the ammunition is stored to the loading, sighting and firing of the gun; then the ascension of the captive balloon and the observation of the hitting and exploding of the projectile from the basket or by pictures taken from above in flying machines. The cavalry I have taken from saddling to the charge, and the infantry from where they emerge from their underground dwellings, jump to their arms and run to the trenches opposite. I have stood on an eminence and taken panoramic views of a battlefield and a battle in progress, that will be highly interesting, especially to the American public. A modern battlefield really shows little or nothing, and the real scenes are diametrically opposed to the usual ‘posed battle’ scenes with which our public has been regaled so much. In real life a man who has been hit by a bullet does not throw up his hands and rifle and then fall in a theatrical fashion and roll a few times over. When he lies in the trenches and is hit, he barely lurches a few inches forward or quietly turns over on his side. The real picture is not as dramatic as the fake picture, but I believe the realization of the grimness of the genuine will grip the beholder far more than the fake, just as you can see far better animal pictures that were taken in the Zoo or in animal parks than mine taken in the wilderness, but the public appreciated the difference …’




 





Source: The Moving Picture World, 14 August 1915. 


Filming Death


BÉLA BALÁZS





Béla Balázs (1884–1949) the Hungarian-born screenwriter, librettist and director, wrote the following piece on the development of war documentaries in his ground-breaking critical study The Theory of Film (1945).





What concerns us here are not open-air photographs of thousands of guns, flying armadas or bursting bombs and shells but what is at the root of it all, the human face, which only the film camera can approach so intimately.


In general war films are as primitive and brutal as is war itself. For this reason only one war film is to be mentioned here. Its artistic and moral message is such that it is worthy of being preserved forever in some Pantheon of greatest human documents.


This film was made after the First World War and its title was Pour La Paix du Monde. It was produced by the French organization of the most grievously injured of all war-wounded, the name of which was ‘Les Gueules Cassés’. The director who compiled the film from the strips in the archives of the armed forces was Colonel Piquard, chairman of the organization of the ‘Faceless Ones’, the men who lived like lepers in an isolated, secret community of their own, because the sight of them would have been unbearable for their fellow-men. The film begins by showing these faceless ones in close-up, their mutilations covered by masks. Then they take off their silken masks and with it they tear the mask off the face of war.


Those whom the war has robbed of their faces show the true face of war to those who know nothing of it. And this physiognomy of war is of an emotional power, a force of pathos no artistic feature film about the war had ever attained. For here war is presented by its victims, horror is presented by the horrified, torture by the tortured, deadly peril by those endangered – and it is they who see these things in their true colours. A panning shot glides over a quiet, a now quietened battlefield. The desolation of a lunar landscape. Nowhere a single blade of grass. On the mountainside gunfire has peeled the earth from the naked rock. Shell craters, trenches without end. The camera pans slowly round without stopping. Trenches full of dead bodies, more trenches and more and more and more. An immense space in which nothing moves. Corpses, corpses, only corpses. Panorama. This stolid monotony which takes hold of you and will not let go is like a long-drawn, desperate howling.


Here is another shot: a whole regiment blinded by poison gas is being driven through the streets of burning Bruges. Yes, the herd of blind men is being driven like a herd of sheep, herded with bayonet and butt to keep them from running into the burning ruins in their path. A picture for another Dante.


But there are worse things, although no human beings appear. The gardens of the Champagne after the German retreat. (It was not in the Second World War that the Germans invented some of their methods.) We see a charnel-house of an ancient and lovely orchard culture. Thousands of precious, noble fruit-trees neatly sawed off by power-saw, all exactly at the same height. The creation of centuries of skill and industry destroyed with machine-like accuracy. These pictures, too, have a physiognomy; the distorted faces of the tree-corpses are no less terrible than those of the human dead. But the caption to this, of course silent, shot was not: ‘Behold the German barbarian!’ It said ‘C’est la guerre!’ The noble faith of French peace-lovers did not blame the Germans even here, it blamed war. Nevertheless, under the Weimar Republic the showing of this film was banned in Germany.


This French documentary of the First World War was dedicated to the six cameramen who had been killed on active service while shooting it. The Soviet war film showing the conquest of Berlin names in its credits fourteen cameramen killed while shooting it. This fate of the creative artist is also a new phenomenon in cultural history and is specific to film art. Artists in olden days rarely died of their dangerous creative work. And this has not merely a moral or political significance, but is of importance for the psychology of art as well.


This presentation of reality by means of motion pictures differs essentially from all other modes of presentation in that the reality being presented is not yet completed; it is itself still in the making while the presentation is being prepared. The creative artist does not need to dip into his memory and recall what has happened – he is present at the happening itself and participates in it.


When someone tells about past battles, these battles are already over and the greatest perils are no longer perils, once they are past and can be told by word of mouth or print.


The camera image is different. It is not made after the event. The cameraman is himself in the dangerous situation we see in his shot and it is by no means certain that he will survive the birth of his picture. Until the strip has been run to its end we cannot know whether it will be completed at all. It is this tangible being-present that gives the documentary the peculiar tension no other art can produce.


Whoever has listened to a report given over a field telephone, when the noise of battle, the rattle of shots and the screams of the wounded can be heard together with the words spoken into the microphone, will have experienced this tension in the acoustic sphere. Such telephone reports sometimes break off in the middle of a sentence and the silence that follows is as eloquent as a scream of mortal agony.


In the French war film just discussed, a sequence suddenly breaks off. It darkens and the camera wobbles. It is like an eye glazing in death. The director did not cut out this ‘spoilt’ bit – it shows where the camera was overturned and the cameraman killed, while the automatic mechanism ran on. In another picture we see the cameraman dying for the sake of his picture.


The significance of such shots lies not in the death-despising courage to which they bear witness. We have often heard of men who could look death in the eye. We may even have seen them. What is new and different here is that these cameramen look death in the face through the lens of a movie picture camera. This happens not only on battlefields.


Who could forget Captain Scott’s film, which is almost as if he had shot his own death and breathed his last sigh into a microphone.


Who could forget Sir Ernest Shackleton’s magnificent pictures of his Antarctic journey or the film taken by the Soviet Polar explorers camping beside the wreck of the ice-breaker Chelyuskin?


Yes, it is a new form of human consciousness that was born out of the union of man and camera. For as long as these men do not lose consciousness, their eye looks through the lens and reports and renders conscious their situation. The ice crushes their ship and with it their last hope? They shoot. The ice-floe melts under their feet? They shoot. They shoot the fact that there is scarcely room left for them to set up the camera.


Like the captain on his bridge, like the wireless operator at his set, the cameraman remains at his post to the last instant. The internal processes of presence of mind and observation are here projected outwards into the bodily action of operating the camera. The operator sees clearly and calmly as long as he is shooting in this way; it is this that helps him mechanically to preserve his consciousness, which in other circumstances consists of a sequence of images in the mind. But now it is projected outwards and runs in the camera as a strip of film, which is of advantage because the camera has no nerves and therefore is not easily perturbed. The psychological process is inverted – the cameraman does not shoot as long as he is conscious – he is conscious as long as he is shooting.




 





Source: Béla Balázs, Theory of the Film, Dennis Dobson Ltd., London, 1952. Originally published in Moscow in 1945.


Lowell Thomas and ‘Lawrence of Arabia’


KEVIN BROWNLOW 




T. E. Lawrence was probably the first public figure made famous by motion pictures. His Arabian exploits were unknown to the general public until the American journalist, broadcaster and academic Lowell Thomas released his lecture film With Lawrence in Arabia (1919). Overnight – much to his annoyance – Lawrence became a celebrity.


This piece is excerpted from Kevin Brownlow’s seminal book on early non-fiction cinema, The War, The West and The Wilderness.





T. E. Lawrence was the most enigmatic figure of his time, and his exploits are clouded by romance. This handsome, twenty-nine-year-old colonel dressed in Arab robes and swept through the desert on a camel at the head of an Arab army, dynamiting Turkish troop trains. Recommended for almost every award the Allies had to offer, including the Victoria Cross, Lawrence shrank into the background. He was petrified by publicity. ‘We saw considerable of Colonel Lawrence in Arabia,’ explained Thomas, ‘and although he arranged for us to get both still and motion pictures of Emir Feisal, Auda Abu Tayi and other Arab leaders, he would turn away when he saw the lens pointing in his direction. We got more pictures of the back of his kuffieh than of his face. But after much strategy, and using all the artifices that I had learned as a reporter on a Chicago newspaper, where it was worth one’s job to fail to bring back a photograph of the fair lady involved in the latest scandal, I finally manoeuvred Lawrence into allowing Chase to take a ‘sitting shot’ on two different occasions. Then, while I kept Colonel Lawrence’s attention away from Mr Chase by keeping up a rapid fire of questioning regarding our projected trip to the ‘lost city’ of Petra, which he believed to be the primary object of our visit to Arabia, Mr Chase hurriedly took a dozen pictures from as many different angles.’


… ‘Shortly after Christmas 1919, I returned to America. But when a war ends people are searching for escape, and they want entertainment. They are not at all interested in hearing about the tragic days through which they have so recently lived. But I had a vast mass of material; what was I to do with it? Being young and somewhat naïve, I went ahead and launched myself in New York at what was then the largest theater in Manhattan. Theater managers and owners were not a bit interested; nor were the heads of the motion picture companies. To them I was neither fish nor fowl. Therefore, I had to raise enough capital to rent a theater, and go it alone. All of which turned out to be quite an adventure.


‘I had a series of five film productions; one of the American army in Europe, one on the Italian campaign, another entitled With Allenby in Palestine, one that I called With Lawrence in Arabia, and The German Revolution. I soon discovered the public wasn’t interested in the first two, but when I put on either my Allenby or my Lawrence show, I had packed houses. There were several reasons for this; Americans have always been interested in the Holy Land, and they had heard almost nothing about Allenby’s campaign. Also, those productions included biblical places, camels, veiled women, palm trees, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, deserts, Arabs, cavalry charges – and the story of a mysterious young hero named T. E. Lawrence, of whom no one had heard a word until I came back from the Near East.


‘I had such a surprising success with these two shows that we finally moved from the huge Century Theater to the even more vast Madison Square Garden, one of the largest places of entertainment in America. On my final night, a famous British impresario, Percy Burton, dropped in. He had managed such famous stars as Sarah Bernhardt, Sir Johnston Forbes-Robertson, and Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree. Impresario Burton just happened to hear me on my final night at Madison Square Garden. If he hadn’t done so, who knows what my future might have been? He was stunned at what he saw and heard. Here I, an American, was telling a story about a great British hero, Lawrence of Arabia, of whose name he hadn’t even heard. Right away he saw possibilities, and determined to lure me to London. However, I said that was impossible. Because of my New York success, by then I had booked myself on a tour of the USA from coast to coast, with deposits made on a series of dates.


‘But as we talked it over, I jokingly said that maybe I could make a quick trip to London just for part of July and August. In those days, there was no air-conditioning in auditoriums, and theaters in American cities closed down during the hot weather. For those few weeks, if he wanted me to do so, why I could go to London – but only if he would put me on in the most famous theater in the English speaking world. Also if he would get an invitation from the King. I was just pulling his leg.


‘Burton hurried over to London, and soon wired me he had succeeded in getting the invitation from the King. As for Drury Lane, it was booked, but he could get Covent Garden.


‘When I left New York, I figured it would be impossible for either of us to make any money. I wouldn’t be in London long enough. So I decided to do some experimenting. First, I combined my two productions, the one on Allenby and the one of Lawrence, and made them one show with an interval between. I also cabled Burton to line up the finest musical organization in the British Isles, which he did in style. He hired the Band of the Royal Welsh Guards. In their bright scarlet uniforms, we put them on the stage for twenty minutes, while the audience was coming in. Then they were shifted to the pit, where for another ten minutes they played atmospheric eastern music that my wife had arranged. When the lights went out something else happened that had never been done before. You remember a spectacular film called The Covered Wagon? They copied the thing we did with our Allenby-Lawrence show, when we launched it at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, and for some time after that, many feature pictures copied our “live prologue” idea.




 *





‘When I made my entrance, it was not in the usual way. There was no chairman saying, as was usual in lectures, “Ladies and Gentlemen, we have with us tonight …” I merely stepped out into the spotlight and said, “Come with me to lands of history, mystery, and romance.” These words were spoken as the first scene appeared on the screen. I told the story of the Palestine and Arabian campaigns with each sentence beginning just a split second before each scene came on – so the sound of my voice would reach the audience simultaneously with the picture. The Guardsmen played softly in the background, but whenever there was a scene that needed something special they would produce it – charging cavalry, grunting of camels, and so on.


‘For our opening night Burton had filled the boxes and the main floor with the most distinguished audience that had been assembled in London since before World War One.


‘The following day, the London newspapers reviewed it in an unprecedented way by publishing their reviews on the first page. It finally dawned on me that we were enjoying an unexpected and fabulous success. In the days that followed, I would occasionally walk down to Covent Garden around nine a.m. to have a chat with Burton, pick up the mail, and so on. There I would find hundreds of people sitting on camp stools, where they sat until evening, just to get the less expensive seats. Members of the Royal Family paid us a visit – separately. One night David Lloyd George sent word that he was coming, accompanied by several members of his cabinet, one of whom turned out to be a rather cherubic-looking dignitary by the name of Winston Churchill. Parliament was sitting at night; as a consequence, the Commons actually gave the Prime Minister a vote of “no confidence”, on the grounds that he should have been in Parliament and not at Covent Garden listening to me. So, as a result of the Prime Minister’s visit, you can imagine all the publicity.’


One unpublicized visit was that of Lawrence himself. He had disappeared from public view, but a note was received in characteristically cryptic style: 




My dear Lowell Thomas: 


I saw your show last night. And thank God the lights were out! 


T. E. Lawrence 





Lawrence wrote to his mother: ‘We went to a Covent Garden entertainment yesterday. Lowell Thomas had asked us to accept a box. I had a very enthusiastic reception, and was often vociferously cheered by the entire house.’


A few days later, Lawrence came to tea and implored Lowell Thomas to stop glorifying his exploits. The Covent Garden show had wrecked his life, and he was hounded by women, reporters, and autograph-hunters. When Lawrence learned that the lectures were being extended, he fled from London.




 





Source: Kevin Brownlow, The War, The West and The Wilderness, Knopfler, New York, 1979.


Robert Flaherty Talking




There are many reasons for Nanook of the North’s power and originality: it depicts human beings and their relations with an honesty never seen before on the screen; it records those human beings in their own natural surroundings; there is no acting – at least none that would have been recognizable as such then. Most of all, the triumph of Nanook is that it found drama in the seemingly domestic, and synthesized the travelogue/expeditionary film with the narrative techniques of the fiction film.


This piece is from an interview Flaherty gave in 1950.





You ask me how I came to use a movie camera at all. Well, I first used it on one of my expeditions in the North, the purpose of which was exploration – mining exploration. It was suggested by my principal that I take with me a motion picture camera. I was eager to do this, but the only thought I had in connection with the use of the motion picture camera was to compile visual notes of the exploration, that is, notes about the people, who happened to be Eskimos, their life and habits as I saw them, and also scenes of the country and of the kind of territory we were exploring.





[image: ]

4 Nanook of the North (1922).








Some time after this expedition returned to civilization – we were away for a year and a half – I took up the matter of the film I had shot. I was getting it together in Toronto to ship to New York when carelessly, amateur that I was, I dropped a cigarette off the table in the little room where the film happened to be. It caught fire and some 70,000 feet of negative went up in a flash of flame.


However, there was an edited print of the negative that escaped the fire. I took this to New York in the forlorn hope that we might be able to dupe it, but in those days duping was almost impossible. I showed it to the American Geographical Society and then realized just how bad it was. It was utterly inept, simply a scene of this and a scene of that, no relation, no thread of a story or continuity what ever, and it must have bored the audience to distraction. Certainly it bored me.


My wife and I thought it over for a long time. At last we realized why the film was bad, and we began to get a glimmer that perhaps if I went back to the North, where I had lived for ten years and knew the people intimately, I could make a film that this time would go. Why not take, we said to each other, a typical Eskimo and his family and make a biography of their lives through a year. What biography of any man could be more interesting? Here is a man who has less resources than any other man in the world. He lives in a desolation that no other race could possibly survive. His life is a constant fight against starvation. Nothing grows; he must depend utterly on what he can kill; and all this against the most terrifying of tyrants – the bitter climate of the North, the bitterest climate in the world. Surely this story could be interesting.


It took several years before I could persuade anyone to finance such a film, for none of the picture people would listen to our idea. Who wanted to see a picture of people so utterly crude as the Eskimo? But finally Revillon Frères, the great fur company of Paris, who then were extending their trade in the far North, said they would finance it. I could go up to one of their posts on the eastern coast of Hudson Bay, take a camera with me, live there for a year and make the film.


It took two months by canoe and schooner to get to my destination, Revillon Frères’ little post called Port Harrison, on north-east Hudson Bay. I took with me two Akeley motion picture cameras. The Akeley then was the best camera to operate in extreme cold, since it required the minimum of grease and oil for lubrication. These cameras fascinated me because they were the first cameras ever made to have a gyro movement in the tripod head whereby one could pan and tilt the camera without the slightest distracting jar or jerk or vibration. I have used this gyro type of tripod ever since in all my pictures. I think I was, perhaps, the pioneer in its use. I know that if at that time in Hollywood the cameraman panned his camera the studio would more often than not throw out the scene, because the pans being jerky would be too distracting on the screen.


I also took with me the materials and chemicals to develop the film, and equipment to print and project it. My lighting equipment had to be extremely light because I had to go by canoe nearly two hundred miles down river before I got to Hudson Bay. This meant portages, and portages meant packing the equipment on my back and on those of the Indians I took along for the river trip. And God knows there were some long portages on that route – one of them took us two days to pack across.


The Eastman Kodak Company arranged my developing equipment for me and, in fact, showed me how to develop film. I spent some several weeks with them for that purpose and they spared no effort to start me off in the right way. My printing machine was an old English Williamson Printer that screwed to the wall. I soon found when printing the film by the printer that the light from my little electric plant fluctuated too much; so I abandoned electric light and used daylight instead by letting in an inlet of light just the size of a motion picture frame through the window, and I controlled this daylight by adding or taking away pieces of muslin from before the printing aperture of the printer.


The greatest problem was not, however, printing the film or developing it, but washing it and drying it. I had to build an annex to the hut in which I wintered to make a drying room, and the only heating I could secure for this drying room was a stove that burned soft coal! Not only that, but I found that I ran short of lumber and didn’t have enough to complete the drying reel that I set up in the room. So my Eskimos had to scour the sea-coast and finally pick up enough driftwood to complete its construction.


The washing of the film was the worst of all. My Eskimos had to keep a hole chiselled through six feet of ice all through the winter and then haul the water in barrels on a sledge with an Eskimo dog-team up to my hut, and there we all with our hands cleared out the ice from the water and poured it for the necessary washes over the film. I remember the deer hair falling off the Eskimos’ clothing bothered me almost as much as the ice did.


It has always been most important for me to see my rushes – it is the only way I can make a film. But another reason for developing the film in the North was to project it to the Eskimos so that they would accept and understand what I was doing and work together with me as partners.


They were amazed when I first came with all this equipment, and they would ask me what I was going to do. When I told them that I had come to spend a year amongst them to make a film of them – pictures in which they moved – they roared with laughter. To begin with, some of my Eskimos could not even read a still photograph. I made stills of several of them as preliminary tests. When I showed them the photograph as often as not they would look at it upside down. I’d have to take the photograph out of their hands and lead them to the mirror in my hut, then have them look at themselves and the photograph beside their heads before, suddenly with a smile that spread from ear to ear, they would understand.


As luck would have it the first scene we shot for the film was of a tug-of-war with walrus. When I developed and printed the scenes and was ready to project them I wondered if the Eskimos would be able to understand them. What would these flickering scenes projected on a Hudson Bay blanket hung up on the wall of the hut mean to them? When at last I told them I was ready to begin the show, they crammed my little fifteen by twenty hut to the point of suffocation. I started up the little electric light plant, turned out the lights in the room, turned on the switch on the projector. A beam of light shot out, filled the blanket, and the show began. At first they kept looking back at the source of the light in the projector as much as they did at the screen. I was sure the show would flop, when suddenly someone shouted, ‘Iviuk! (Walrus!)’ There they were – a school of them – lying basking on the beach. In the foreground could be seen Nanook and his crew, harpoon in hand, stalking on their bellies toward them. Suddenly the walrus take alarm; they begin to tumble into the water. There was one agonizing shriek from the audience, until Nanook leaping to his feet thrust his harpoon. In the tug-of-war that ensued between the walrus now in the water and Nanook and his men holding desperately to the harpoon line, pandemonium broke loose; every last man, woman and child in the room was fighting that walrus, no surer than Nanook was at the time that the walrus would not get away. ‘Hold him!’ they would yell, ‘Hold him! – Hold him!’


From that day on there was nothing Nanook and the crew would not do for me; Nanook was constantly thinking up new hunting scenes for the film. There was one scene in particular that became an obsession with him. There was a place far in the North, he said, that he knew about, where the she-bear dens in the winter while she gives birth to her cubs. ‘That would make a picture,’ said he. ‘You know it is not hard to find the den of a she-bear which is deep under big drifts of snow, for there is always a vent from which a little steam which is the body heat of the bear rises out into the cold air. The dogs will smell this, and while you are getting your camera ready I’ll crawl up to it on hands and knees with my harpoon and with my snow knife I will begin to cut the snow away. Of course, when I have made a hole big enough the she-bear will rush out, and she will be very angry when I do this. But then one of my men will have unleashed the dogs and they will make a circle around her, and then when you signal I will launch my harpoon. There will be lots of fighting,’ Nanook went on to say, ‘between the dogs and the she-bear as they run in on her. Sometimes she will throw the dogs high up in the air and they will turn around many times in the air before they land on their feet again. Now do you think that will make a good scene?’ he would ask. Well, to make a long story short, that bear hunt took fifty-five days of travelling in the dead of winter and covered 600 miles over the sea-ice going and coming. And not an inch of film! For the conditions of the ice were so bad that Nanook couldn’t kill seal. After losing two dogs by starvation we did finally get back, but we were lucky to get back alive.


When I got back to New York it took the better part of a winter to edit the film. When it was ready to be shown I started to make the rounds of the distributors in New York with the hope that one of them would be kind and give it distribution. Naturally I took it to the biggest of the distributors first. This was Paramount. The projection room was filled with their staff and it was blue with smoke before the film was over. When the film ended they all pulled themselves together and got up in a rather dull way, I thought, and silently left the room. The manager came up to me and very kindly put his arm around my shoulders and told me that he was terribly sorry, but it was a film that just couldn’t be shown to the public. He said he had tried to do such things before and they had always ended in failure. He was very sorry indeed that I had gone through all that hardship in the North only to come to such an end, but that he felt he had to tell me, and that was that.


So then I went to the next biggest company in order of its importance, and they didn’t even answer the phone to me after seeing the film. I had to go humbly to the projecting room and ask to be allowed to take the film away.


One day I showed it to Pathé Frères who were then much larger distributors of film than they are today. Like Revillon Frères, Pathé were a French firm, and blood being thicker than water, thought I, here might be a chance to do something. Pathé looked at the film; they thought it was interesting but that it could never run as a feature – it should be broken up into a series of educational shorts. But a few days later I had occasion to run the film again at the Pathé projection rooms. Mme Brunet, the wife of the president of the company was there, and also an old friend of mine, a journalist, who was with the company, the only one of the company who wanted to see it again. Well, they caught fire! And gradually the enthusiasm of the Pathé people built up until finally they decided to take the film on and do their best to distribute it as a feature.


The problem then was to get one of the big theatres to show it. Now the biggest theatre in New York then was the Capitol, run by a great film exhibitor, Roxy. But we knew very well that to show it to Roxy cold was to invite failure. Said Pathé, ‘We’ll have to “salt” it.’ The sister of the publicity head of Pathé was a great friend of Roxy’s. So it was arranged to show it first to her and some of her friends and tell them where to applaud through the picture, and then they would come along to the showing to Roxy in his very elaborate projection room at the Capitol. We also told them never to talk directly to Roxy about the film but to talk to each other across him as if he were not in the room. Well, by the time the film was over, Roxy was tearing his hair. He used such words as ‘epic’, ‘masterpiece’ and the like. He booked it. But even then Pathé were not too trusting, and they decided to tin-can it – that is to tie it to Grandma’s Boy, – Harold Lloyd’s first big feature film which every theatre in New York was scrambling for. Roxy could have Grandma’s Boy, but he’d have to take Nanook too!


A few days later when Major Bowes, the managing director of the Capitol, saw the film he threatened to throw Roxy out. His rage knew no bounds. Desperately, poor Roxy tried to get out of the contract, but no – No Nanook, no Grandma’s Boy!


Nanook came out at the Capitol Theatre. The notices were mixed. One critic damned it with faint praise, but then wrote a better review a few weeks later. It wasn’t until the film appeared in London and ran for six months at the New Gallery, and for six months at the Gaumont in Paris, and then ran even more sensationally in Berlin and Rome, that the repercussions came back to America and it was really accepted in America. This has been true of all our films – by the way, they have all done better in Europe, and particularly on the Continent.


You ask me what I think the film can do to make large audiences feel intimate with these distant peoples. Well, Nanook is an instance of this. People who read books on the North are, after all, not many, but millions of people have seen this film in the last twenty-six years – it has gone round the world. And what they have seen is not a freak, but a real person after all, facing the perils of a desperate life and yet always happy. When Nanook died of starvation, two years later, the news of his death came out in the press all over the world – even as far away as China.


The urge that I had to make Nanook came from the way I felt about these people, my admiration for them; I wanted to tell others about them. This was my whole reason for making the film. In so many travelogues you see, the film-maker looks down on and never up to his subject. He is always the big man from New York or from London. But I had been dependent on these people, alone with them for months at a time, travelling with them and living with them. They had warmed my feet when they were cold, lit my cigarette when my hands were too numb to do it myself; they had taken care of me on three or four different expeditions over a period of ten years. My work had been built up along with them; I couldn’t have done anything without them. In the end it is all a question of human relationships.




 





Source: The Cinema, 1950, ed Roger Manvell, Penguin, London, 1950.


Grass: A Nation’s Battle for Life


MERIAN C. COOPER





Nanook’s relative financial success spawned a series of imitations. Most were of poor quality; few film-makers had Flaherty’s patience, skill or understanding. The exception was Grass, by Merian C. Cooper (1893–1973) and Ernest B. Schoedsack (1893–1979), a record of the annual migration of the Bakhtiari tribe over the precipitous Zardeh Kuh mountains in what is now Iran.


Like Nanook, Grass is a story of human ingenuity and stamina in an inhospitable environment. Unlike Flaherty’s film, however, in Grass no individual is singled out; the protagonist is the tribe itself. Nevertheless, the film is engaging, largely thanks to two extraordinarily dramatic set pieces, the first of which shows 50,000 people, together with all their livestock, crossing a dangerous river on inflated animal skins, and the second of which follows their barefoot ascent up the snow-covered mountains on the last leg of their journey to high summer pasture land.


Cooper and Schoedsack were accompanied on their adventure by a mysterious lady called Marguerite Harrison, a one-time journalist and spy who had saved Cooper’s life in Revolutionary Russia. It is Harrison who appears on screen throughout Grass.


After Grass, Cooper and Schoedsack made the semi-documentary Chang and then, in 1933, the box office phenomenon, King Kong, which parodies their own attitudes as ‘white explorers’. Cooper went on to run RKO studios and produce some of John Ford’s best films. In the 1950s he and Schoedsack teamed up again to make documentaries for the Cinerama process.


This piece is extracted from Cooper’s published diary.





25th Camp of the Migration, May 29th [1924].


… Schoedsack and I are camped halfway up Zardeh Kuh. It is blowing like the devil, and cold. Our muleteers have gone Bolshevist; even Mohamet is ready to quit. We are about out of grub. We’ve had nothing to eat but a little native bread once a day for two days; and we are going to sleep a bit chilly here tonight almost at the top of Persia. Schoedsack is clothed only in a light suit, and his lips are cracked and bleeding. But both of us are at the peak of happiness. We’ve done it. There’s no doubt about it. We’ve seen as great a struggle for existence as there is. And we have it for the screen! Somewhere, somehow, there may be a battle of man against nature that equals this for epic sweep and dramatic intensity, but I don’t believe it.


Here’s what we have seen. Here it is. Here are a whole people with all they own camped high up in the mountains, but still far higher above them towers a great stretch of snow mountain peaks. And that snow range is directly in the path of the tribes. It bars the way to Grass – the Grass that means Life to this migratory people living on their herds.


Now remember that these people have been on the march for over a month, that they have already swum an icy torrent in a seven day fight, that for week after week they have come across mountain country of the roughest, that they have slept unsheltered many nights in rain and storm, for only a comparatively few of the tribes have had adequate tent covering, as practically all have left their regular tents behind, carrying only makeshifts to be used in case of emergency. Therefore, both the people and their animals are feeling the strain of the trip, despite frequent rests in valleys. And let me repeat once more that these are no cold climate people; they have no fur coats, no warm socks; no shoes which can stand the snow. Remember too, that this is spring, and that everywhere among the tribes are baby sheep, baby cows, baby horses, baby goats, baby donkeys, not to speak of any quantity of honest-to-God human babies. Then, remember, that the tribes are carrying with them everything they own.


Remember all these things – but remember first and last and all the time that, despite everything, they must go over that snow mountain. Ahead is Grass and Life. They must go on!


Well, here is what we saw of that crossing …


Three afternoons ago, when Schoedsack and I had been down bathing in the snow stream that ran by our camp, and, feeling like young fighting-cocks, were running up toward the trail, we saw that it was lined with people who were moving straight for the snow gorge. What was this? No one had told us that the tribes would move today. In an hour it would be dark! It wasn’t possible that anyone would try to climb Zardeh Kuh in the night. We hurried back. We ran.


Seeing them set out was enough for Schoedsack and me. We gathered together our men and mules and followed. Mrs Harrison, though still weak from her recent illness, gallantly agreed to go on over the mountain and camp alone with Haidar and his people in order that Schoedsack and I may remain on Zardeh Kuh to film the crossing of the tribes.


Darkness had come on by the time Schoedsack and I struck the glacial ice and moved out into the snow gorge. Carefully we picked our way along, every man alert for those deep holes which we had seen when out with the trail makers. We could not afford to lose any animals in that way. We worked slowly up the gorge, near the end of which we saw little camp-fires burning. Here we found our people, and, throwing our blankets on the rock above the snow, we slept.


We were off before dawn, leaving our mules and mule-man behind and taking only a camera donkey. On foot we climbed higher and higher up Zardeh Kuh, zigzagging through the snow trails. Threequarters of the way up we unslung the camera equipment. It was impossible to operate the camera on the trail itself because there was only room for a single person to pass between the snow walls; so we climbed gingerly out on the surface of the slope.


It was still early morning, and the snow crust was as hard and smooth as glass. The pitch was terrifically steep. I hesitate to venture a guess on how steep it really was. On the off-side, where we crawled, if anybody slipped, there was nothing to stop him from rolling breathless thousands of feet far down into a mountain gorge.


Mohamet and I perched quite safely on the edge of the trail, hanging our feet down in it, but Schoedsack had to set up his motion picture camera well outside the trail. With cool courage he started out, thrusting the ends of his tripod deep into the snow for support. Once he began to slide, and I thought it was all over except the shouting. But the very weight of the heavy apparatus saved him. The steel points of the legs of the tripods dug deep into the snow and gave him the necessary second to get his balance and hold on.


Now came the horde. Like a great twisting snake, black against the white snow surface, up it came. Closer! And now the head of the column was directly beneath us – men, women, children, and most of them barefoot – barefoot in the snow.


It will be long before I forget the sight. Close-ups of it now come flashing across my mind like great dramatic paintings. The background for them is the great mass moving up and up; the strong and hardy, defiant and apparently unmindful of snow and wind, shouting lustily as they drive on the weary stumbling beasts. And against this background now appears an old gray–bearded man with a child of three perched on his shoulders, and both he and the child crying with pain and cold as he stumbles on, leaning heavily on two sticks. An old woman, her gray hair straggling about her wrinkled face, beats onward a line of loaded cows. A sick boy, his face drawn so that his teeth seem almost to stick out through his upper lip, is fastened sprawling across the back of a donkey. A little girl carries on her back a calf almost as big as herself. Mrs Harrison struggles gamely on, a white woman here among the tribes, escorted by Haidar and Lufta. And always women, women, old and young, nearly all carrying babies. The biting wind tears through their cotton dresses at their bare feet and legs and throats.


On came the thousands upon thousands. And so slowly they climbed.


On account of a shoulder of rock the snow wall, at one place just above us, was only a few inches high. A scream behind me made me pause and look back at this spot. I saw a heavily loaded donkey stumbling just outside the trail. For one precarious second it stood balanced above eternity. Then it began to slide. It lost its footing and fell.


Rolling over and over, gathering speed as it went, it spun downward. Now it was going with the swiftness of an airplane in a nose-dive, falling, falling, falling, until far below it became only a tiny black dot.


The woman in charge of it shrieked and, tearing her face with her nails, hysterically leaped outside the snow lane. There was a mighty howl all down the line of climbers as she squatted on her bare feet and began to slide. It seemed that nothing in this world could save her; but when she had shot along fifty yards with gathering speed, she struck the outside end of a turn in the trail below and went shooting in to safety between its high snow walls.


But howls below kept up; for, when the woman had jumped outside the path, she had dislodged a few small pieces of the rock, which now fell faster and faster. From them came one of the dangers of the climb. Every year many are injured by dislodged rock despite rigid attempts at protection. One must stay in the trail, or, if one went outside it, one must keep well clear, as did Schoedsack, of the climbers’ line of march.


On and on mounted the endless black, twisting line of the tribes. As the sun grew hotter, it began to soften the snow. When the snow had been hard crusted in the early morning some had worn their cotton shoes, but now that the snow was soft and wet nearly all were barefoot. Soon the dogs were leaping safely outside the limits of the trail, though often causing great excitement by dislodging stones. Schoedsack, too, now worked with more ease. And ever the thousands came on. When the sun began to sink behind the mountain, the trail was still full.


For three days thus the tribes have been crossing. Every morning we have climbed to a new place on the mountain for pictures. Every evening we have camped somewhere down near its foot. But tonight we are lying under the stars on a rock high up in the snow itself; and we are done with our work on this side of Zardeh Kuh. Tomorrow for the summit!




 





Source: Grass by Merian C. Cooper, Putnam’s, New York, 1925.






1 Flaherty saw In The Land of Head Hunters in New York in 1915. It almost certainly influenced his film-making ideas. 
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