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               Acting out reality: Clio Barnard’s The Arbor (2010).

Films should make the worst things comprehensible.

            

         

         

          

         
             

         

         This isn’t in any way a definitive book about documentary film. Nor can I claim to have written an academic text. I lack the qualifications for such work, so I’ve tried instead to explain how documentary films began, how they matured and developed; how over past decades they came from the margins to become a significant cultural form and one of the ways in which we understand the world around us. The story remains important to me because that is how I’ve come to see documentaries. For seventeen years, I supervised the BBC documentary series Storyville. I created it with the help of colleagues, and as I watched it mature, I followed the remarkable progress of the films that we created and transmitted. But I was always aware of the limits of documentaries. They often don’t reach their audiences, and even when they do, they tend to thrive within the cultures that have grown up with them. I enjoyed this culture, taking part in its rituals, but I always felt like a bit of an outsider. My view was that it would be better if documentaries were seen by more people, even those who objected to what they showed. This is part of the story I tell.

         I’ve been a reporter and I’ve written books. Writing comes easier to me than sitting watching hours and hours of footage. I suspect that ingrained impatience made my life as an editor easier, but it also made this book harder for me to write. Documentaries describe and recreate slivers of the world we inhabit. At their best, they illuminate our surroundings. Sometimes the beam is  fitful and narrow, like an erratic handheld torch or a searchlight swinging in the dark; sometimes everything comes up brightly in plain view. They are often arbitrary in their approach, unsystematic, impermanent. But this means that to write about documentaries, one must try to understand the cultural environment in which they were created and, just as importantly, the media landscape from which they sprang. In writing this book, I have tried to understand a problematic and confusing scene. ‘I don’t really understand contemporary media,’ Mark Thompson, my former boss at the BBC, a supporter of Storyville and now the chief executive officer of the New York Times Company, told me. He added that he felt that he had once understood it, but no longer did, so unpredictable and complex had its effects become.

         After spending much of my lifetime in proximity to print and film, I concur with this judgement, but acknowledge, too, that it makes it much harder to write about docs. How are they viewed? Do they really change minds? If they were differently conceived, and shown in another way, might they be more effective? These questions are also part of my story. But I’ve come to feel that there’s another dimension to my doubts, looming behind the subject like a giant, ceaselessly moving stage set. I am referring to the current state of the world, and how this affects us all. I do not recall a moment when so many people I know, in so many countries, have appeared so aware that the world has entered a more hazardous phase. We live in peace, to be sure, but we realise that many do not, and most of us would tend to agree that the calamities implied by a planet that is heating up lie before us. In the meantime, a level of confusion about our own institutions seems to fog our vision. The most basic ideas, such as free speech, seem under fire, not just from their traditional enemies – now  more powerful than they were even five years ago – but from our own confusions, too.

         I don’t know how to describe the epidemic of so-called ‘fake news’. I would like to think that its development, alongside those outlined above, will reciprocally encourage the traditional truth-telling aspect of documentary culture, but I cannot be sure. We appear to be at the beginning of some giant cultural mutation to which there is no visible end.

         Writing this book against such a background, I felt torn in a number of ways. What do people really want to know? So far, the relatively leisurely pace of documentary film-making hasn’t been affected by the instantaneity of new media, but that might soon change. If it does, where will that leave us? Film-makers and media executives tend to shy away from such questions, but I couldn’t.

         Being an editor involves putting your ear to the zeitgeist. One part of me wished to put up fences against contemporary reality, and I found myself drawn to films depicting relatively sheltered spaces where humans enjoyed themselves. At the same time, I found that I needed to immerse myself in many films that spoke of darkness. I’ve included these in my narrative, trying to judge them. Let me give an example: Silvered Water, Syria Self-Portrait (2014) was made from a combination of YouTube footage posted by soldiers of the Syrian army and by jihadis – many of them thwarted executioners finally able to exercise their chosen profession at large, and without restraint – and the video diary of a Kurdish exile who tried to set up a school for young girls in Damascus, but who abandoned her efforts once she’d been warned that they would endanger her life and those of her charges. It’s beautiful, but what it shows is appalling, intolerable.  There are no adjectives to describe adequately what it reveals. Watch the film, is all I can say – or don’t. I don’t know what the future of such films will be, close as they are to what used to be known as ‘snuff movies’. Should we watch them? Can we ask people to watch them? Silvered Water was made by Ossama Mohammed, a Syrian exile living in France, and was shown very late at night on the French–German channel Arte. At the time, I thought it was too rough for the squeamish BBC. I now feel that I was wrong and that it should have been shown. You can see the film on YouTube, and I recommend it – but with misgivings. I think that it should be seen, even as I abhor what it’s saying: that, yes, human beings do such things, not occasionally but daily, and that violence and cruelty are part of the human condition.

         Unlike previous writers who spent years in archives, such as the redoubtable Erik Barnouw, I was able to examine docs past and present wherever I wished, often in hotel rooms or planes travelling all over the world. I feel this may give some clue as to the future prospects of documentaries, because you don’t have to watch a non-fiction film on a big screen to enjoy it. A theme of my book is the sheer level of pleasure to be experienced in watching documentary films, and I have included a list of a hundred documentaries at the end of the book. They are not the best docs; they are the films I relied on while trying to make sense of my subject, and I hope that people will enjoy them as much as I did.
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               Leslee Udwin’s India’s Daughter (2015):

protests in Delhi over rape as a daily occurrence.

            

         

         

          

         
             

         

         When you watch a documentary, it’s hard to know what you are looking at. The images are real ones, to be sure, but then so are all images: ‘real’ is what images are said to be, by those who write about films, those who show them or make them, and by the global horde of film buffs, followers, consumers and addicts. Most films have no pretensions to inform us about anything. They are there to entertain. But then many documentaries aren’t really informative at all. They aren’t full of facts, and if they are, the facts may seem trivial or misleading or not wholly relevant. A good documentary needn’t be factually reliable. It needn’t contain any facts at all. Documentaries mostly consist of stories, but this isn’t really a requirement either: great documentaries have been made without any regard for narrative coherence. We can agree that documentaries must be truthful, but truthful to what? To their own internal standards of truthfulness? Or to something outside them, which corresponds in some way to what we agree to be a standard of truth? I think we’d agree that the answer lies somewhere between the two. Documentaries that adhere only to some external criterion of truthfulness tend to be pedantic or, if the truth is imposed by government fiat, filled with lies. However, documentaries representing only their own internal standards of truthfulness are like people found muttering to themselves on street corners and in doorways: we might pretend to listen to them but we hurry by. What we call ‘social media’ is full of hurrying by. Documentaries are a radical alternative to this: they make us stay for a bit – the best ones, at least.

         ‘When you film a documentary, life comes barrelling at you like a wild bear, so the filmic equivalent of the fight-or-flight mechanism takes over,’ the film-maker Mark Cousins tells me. Things happen, and you try to frame them visually, capture the key words (if there are words), think ethically and keep one eye open beyond the camera – all at once. You’re submitting to events, people, tensions, ch-ch-changes. When you’re making a doc, you try to be your best self. You are caring on the hoof, judging what matters and what’s moving, and – always, somewhere, if you’re good – keeping the plate of form spinning. Perhaps the key to documentaries is how like people they are. They are filled with voices or images connected to them. The question of whom we listen to occupies a good portion of our lives, and it’s what drives me to documentaries. I tend to judge a documentary film by how much is said and, just as importantly, how much is revealed. People speak about the beauty of film without regard to the fact that in film – in documentaries, especially – the talk counts, too. Perhaps the talk counts most of all. Some time ago, this last observation would have appeared to contradict the notion that every documentary film has an author. Nowadays, I feel that it doesn’t. We think of authors differently now. The fact that someone must have arranged a film is obvious to us today. The real question is how it was arranged, to what purpose and with what result. We want reality to be arranged for us. We desire to see what we call, drably, the ‘real world’, transfigured by human hands. To that end, we’re happy to see a film-maker at work on our behalf.

         Docs have acquired a certain chic in recent years. No longer the worthy property of public television, they’re seen in cinemas and online, at festivals and gala screenings. Nowadays the likes of Sean Penn and Leonardo DiCaprio want to be their executive producers. From a perch at the BBC, I have watched this transformation over the past seventeen-odd years. But the change in my life goes somewhat deeper. I tend to watch at least three non-fiction films a week. Some of them are over two hours long; others clock in at around an hour. In one way or another, they seem to pose a problem of definition. What are they really telling me? What is ‘real’ about an assembly of pictures and sounds? Without quite knowing how, I suppose that my life has somehow been spoiled by docs. At the very least, I cannot deal any more with most fictional representations – because reality seems too interesting. I tend to notice how many of the best new serials are derived from some minimal degree of documentary truth. Dostoevsky, Vasily Grossman, Flaubert and Richard Yates apart, no novelists quite match up to the hits of reality I get each week.

         Am I improved by so much exposure to the lives of others? I couldn’t say, but the experience doesn’t seem negative to me. Meanwhile, I can say that docs have become an irreplaceable cultural form of our time. They have become an important way in which we talk to each other; they are how we see things. For a media sector always said by its practitioners to be teetering on the edge of insolvency, docs are in rude health. The fact that they are no longer made by broadcasters for a recognisable public means that their scope is far wider. People tend to think of docs as being made uniquely by the Left, but the reality is more interesting. Not long ago I watched a film that featured Carne Ross, a diplomat who quit the Foreign Office. Steely, self-deprecatory, unbudgeable but bizarrely and haltingly modest, Ross, dressed in an old coat that would have been rejected by the props department of BBC drama, was like a character from John le Carré. He wanted to be a fighter pilot, but he was colour-blind and became a diplomat instead. Having represented Britain at the UN during the period of Iraqi sanctions, Ross quit the game of diplomacy. He became, improbably but wholly convincingly, an anarchist and founded his own NGO, representing the poorest nations on earth. We see him visit the only functioning anarchist state in the world, Kurdish Syria. He says it’s a fully realised democratic utopia, like the Barcelona admired by George Orwell during the Spanish Civil War, and tears run down his cheeks when he leaves. Ross isn’t a cardboard figure but a flawed human being who grapples every week with the failure of the world. We have essayists galore capable of describing how one can change one’s life, but docs alone allow you to see it as it happens.

         And what of documentary film-makers? How have their lives changed? I once said in exasperation that film-makers were the mendicant friars of our time, going from one catastrophe to another, tolling their bells. They are still more lugubrious than I care to admit, more obsessed with their own importance than I sometimes feel they should be. But they, too, have come to a form of maturity. Their films now win prizes, and they aren’t spurned at posh receptions. But success hasn’t, in most cases, brought wealth – unless you’re lucky enough to sell your efforts to Netflix or Amazon. It used to be relatively easy to have a career making factual programmes in television, in the US, Britain and throughout Europe, but with the casualisation of labour in television, and the fact that so much money for docs comes from sources other than broadcasters, this is no longer the case. Documentary-makers are, all of them, out in the cold now. They must fend for themselves, and this has turned making documentaries into a high-risk activity: not really a career at all, but an activity that may or may not reward its devotees. Docmakers are, by and large, a disorderly bunch, raucous and united in their passions, and above all, not affluent. E. M. Forster imagined his fellow authors at a table in the old British Museum, conversing about the art of fiction in genteel tones. I see makers of docs at a party where the booze is free and not always very good, shouting at each other over the din. To an outsider their lives look scrappy, overenthusiastic, but also enviable, and this is what I have found when working with them.

         Here’s another important fact about the best docs: like their makers, they are inclusive, helplessly democratic. They don’t behave as they are expected to. If you accept them, they will cherish you. They could change your life, if you allow them to. To anyone contemplating a life in docs, I’d ask two questions. First, do you mind if you’re poor and insecure? Second, do you want to be exposed to the worst as well as the best in humanity? Answer ‘no’ to the first and ‘yes’ to the second, and you’ll find yourself bent over a camera at all hours, or else glaring hopelessly at hundreds of hours of footage. You won’t be rich, but you’ll have a good life.

         I really hope that there will be a greater number of documentaries by more diverse, non-male film-makers. Throughout this book and my work at Storyville, I found great stories that were not solely from privileged white men. Hopefully the BBC will find more money for outreach and education to encourage a greater representation of women and minorities in the films they show.

         I can recall the moment I understood what documentary films could do – not just for an audience, but also for myself. It was the autumn of 1969, and I’d just graduated. I’d spent three years sitting looking at texts, wondering why some stories affected me immediately. With my French mother I spent four hours of a sunny afternoon on the Left Bank, in a small, smoke-filled cinema watching a film that described how the French and the Germans had behaved during the wartime occupation. Marcel Ophüls’s The Sorrow and the Pity (1969) is among Woody Allen’s favourite films (it makes a cameo appearance in Annie Hall (1977), when Woody, too, insists on spending a fine afternoon in a similarly small, darkened cinema in New York with his girlfriend), and it has stayed with me throughout my life. Although it took another ten years for the film to be shown on French television, I am sure that The Sorrow and the Pity came to profoundly affect the way the French thought of their history. It also became a benchmark for anyone attempting to make sense of the past. It told me that films aren’t fixed in time, that their history changes as we do. Films do cause events to be viewed differently, though not always in ways that their makers can control.

         On that afternoon, however, the message from the darkened cinema was somewhat different. I was struck by how many in the audience were grizzled, the men with hair en brosse, straight-backed, the women dowdily looking like my Protestant aunts, teachers or indeed members of the Resistance. These were correct, not very rich French men and women of a certain age, the sort of people who had scraped a life together without complaining. They were not the sort of people one usually saw in movie houses. Then there were the soixante-huitards, as they were called, film buffs with notebooks dressed in shiny, tight-fitting suits, frowning at the screen in anticipation, puffing on untipped Bastos. In the first half-hour, we watched a German wedding party in which a plump, cigar-smoking, ex-Wehrmacht father says what a good time he had in France, and how pleasant it had been to come to so quiet and convivial a place from the Eastern Front. I could hear, suddenly, the odd snicker in the audience. The June 1940 collapse of France was described, most convincingly through the eyes of a pharmacist sitting with his glamorous daughters. It was he who gave the film its title, comparing the humiliating campaign to a football match lost by at least thirty goals to nil. It was one thing to lose, he said, but better not to lose by a huge margin. The cinema seemed to heat up when we got to Clermont-Ferrand, a nondescript town famous principally for being in the exact centre of France, where, one after another, participants described their lives. They didn’t stint when it came to acknowledging their support for the geriatric Philippe Pétain, who became head of the Vichy puppet state. Many of them were clear about how they had been (or still were) anti-Semites. I could hear around me sharp intakes of breath and very French expostulations. ‘Ah non,’ someone close by said. ‘Pas possible.’ I think it was the combination of evasiveness and bizarre candour that had got to them, enabling them to restage a version of the national debate in the darkness. By the time we moved on to the role of communists in the Resistance (a theme treated with deference by the film-makers, who were keen to show how only the less well-off had opposed the Germans, and how unlike today’s apparatchiks the communists of the 1940s had been), I noticed both loud applause and hissing. Waves of anger circulated around our closed space. We seemed like the characters in Sartre’s play Huis Clos, destined to share this small cinema for eternity.

         Meanwhile, I found myself taken to a new place, somewhere outside the confines of French discourse. There had been, it now seemed to me, so many ways of responding to the French national disgrace. You could become a résistant, go to London and join de Gaulle, though this was hard if you had a family to look after. In a variety of ways, ranging from embarrassingly overt support to mild collusion, you could back the regime – or keep quiet. A worse fate awaited those who were kept in captivity or shipped to Germany as labourers in the Reich war industries. I knew nothing about the women whose heads were shaved or the shameful role of the French police in shipping Jewish children to their deaths: at the time, such things weren’t yet talked about, or indeed recorded in books. I’d grown up in Britain with the illusion, fostered by movies, that many French people had resisted the presence of the Germans. How else could I respect my French family?

         Walking into daylight, blinking at the small, well-stocked shops and bars on the Left Bank, it was clear to me that things hadn’t been that simple or glorious. I could understand now why it had been necessary to conceal ugly things in the name of national unity, but the film suggested that such lies had been futile, less than dignified. We should live in truth where history is concerned. Indeed, we should (as some did in the film) apply such criteria to our own lives. My mother, who had spent the war years as a young widow, looking after my two half-sisters in a village in rural Normandy before meeting my British officer father in 1944, was tearful as we came out into the sunlight. ‘It was just like that,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry to see all this again, but it was just like that.’

         Unlike the people of my age in the cinema, I wasn’t a film buff. At best, I was aware, after so many afternoons spent in Parisian cinemas, of what film could do. Something, however, had changed. While I had bought into the nouvelle vague, glimpsing some sort of truth in the work of François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard and Eric Rohmer, I now became aware of how the real could offer bigger and bigger doses of truthfulness. I need to emphasise how profoundly revolutionary this discovery appeared to me. Why bother to make anything up when what you were looking for lay before you? At that moment I felt that I would like some of my life to consist of making documentary films, without quite knowing how I would go about it. I’d reached the Real Zone.

         Over the years, I kept in touch with Marcel Ophüls. He was born in Germany, and went with his parents into exile in the 1930s, first in France, then amid the expatriate German Jewish colony of Los Angeles, where his father, Max, was employed as a director. There he met the likes of Bertolt Brecht. In France, he toyed briefly with his father’s profession, before wandering into making documentaries. Though he would hate me for saying this, I think of him as a natural reporter: quizzical, truly curious, always on guard against the possibility of discovering something really terrible, yet always ready to do so. Neither French nor German, he’s a cosmopolitan and, rarer still, a genuine liberal. In his autobiography – the film he made about his childhood, Ain’t Misbehavin’ (2013) – he presents himself as someone permanently in the shadow of his famous film-maker father. He wishes that he had been richer or more successful. Marcel’s trademarks – the bald head in the corner of the screen, an ear periodically scratched to express scepticism – are distinctive and cannot be emulated. He belongs to the historical moment in which he grew up, and has survived on our behalf as an echo of Europe’s mid-century horror. In this sense, he is one of the great Europeans left to us. I can’t meet Marcel without fearing that I’ll somehow fall into the category of those who disappoint. But he is also marvellous company. He interrupts one, as he does those he interviews. He completes sentences in order to show the ridiculous or misleading direction you are taking. Somewhere in his autobiography he tells you that he received an inadequate education at Pacific College, but the rest is self-taught.

         A curiosity of Marcel’s long career is how he has always disparaged his own work. He tells us, for instance, that Hôtel Terminus (1988), for which he won an Academy Award, wasn’t really very good; the Oscar came only as a consolation prize for the fact that The Sorrow and the Pity didn’t win. He was so depressed when it was being edited that he nearly killed himself. ‘Don’t go and watch this shit,’ was the message he put on his answering machine. But Hôtel Terminus is a fine film, shifting artfully between its tragic essence and the comic implications of its appalling subject. Klaus Barbie, a middle-level psychopath, was the son of teachers and, after indoctrination, ascended through the ranks of the SS and found himself in charge of deporting Jewish children and torturing and killing Resistance activists. His most prominent victim was the extraordinary résistant Jean Moulin. After the war, American intelligence recruited Barbie because he appeared to know about Soviet and East German spy networks, now staffed by ex-Nazis. When the French authorities came after him, he was allowed to escape to Bolivia along the ‘ratlines’ established for this purpose. It took forty years for the French authorities to get him deported and finally try him. The film is named after the hotel in which Barbie lived in Lyon. Ophüls follows the long road of iniquity leading from rural Germany to France and to Bolivia and back again. The nihilism and cruelty of Barbie is a given. Most interesting now are the varieties of mainly tarnished humanity on the way to the terminus: the evasive and shifty, the forthright, the cowardly and the very brave. Marcel’s interviewing skills are at their peak. At the end of the film, he encounters petite, smiling Esther Kaddouche, who ‘stopped growing’ in Auschwitz. She recalls a neighbour who tried to wrest her from the hands of the police who’d come to collect her. However, another neighbour who did nothing is still alive, and she watches Kaddouche and Ophüls from a window. This neighbour still thinks she did nothing wrong.

         I think of the then forty-nine-year-old Marcel when I sit on a Sunday afternoon watching his greatest film, The Memory of Justice. It was commissioned by the BBC in 1976, but after a series of rows it was taken away from him. Ophüls’s editor was able to retain a copy of the ‘slash print’ (used in those distant days for editing). A cut version, disowned by Ophüls, was shown in the late 1970s, but the one I watch now, with fresh subtitles, was finally completed in 2015. At four and a half hours, it is the tightest meditation on the subject of war guilt and responsibility, and in the age of the war in Iraq, drones and Isis – and despite being rooted in the Vietnam War – it remains arrestingly topical. Ophüls’s argument that justice is always needed but never, alas, perfect is taken from a book by Telford Taylor, principal prosecutor at Nuremberg and in later years a prominent critic of the Vietnam War. The Nuremberg trials are present throughout, forming a spine for the film, but Ophüls’s own past finds its place: the history of post-war Germany, through denazification to semi-amnesia, is artfully described. There’s a section, too, on French torture in Algeria. But the real subject of the film is American innocence, defiled by the Vietnam War, and Ophüls’s own troubled relationship with his times. There’s an inevitability to the way all but the most exceptional humans collude with disgrace and failure, but Marcel wants us to know that if we want, it could end up otherwise. The greatest scene in the film records Marie-Claude Vaillant-Couturier, communist and résistante, inmate of Auschwitz, confronting her Nazi tormentors in the dock at Nuremberg. She pauses and looks at them, saying nothing for a long moment, in so doing expressing her utter contempt and the sense of gratefulness that she, at least, survived to tell her story. I think this is how Marcel feels that we should all behave as humans.

         After the screening and the questions, I am able to corner Marcel. I tell him that having watched this film, I now understand him a bit better. It must be frustrating to see the best thing you have ever done ruined. But I also try to tell him that in relation to his father’s perceived skills, he undervalues the importance of reportage, because it’s so dependent on the contingent. Convention suggests that reporters aren’t real creators, that they just set things down. I don’t agree with this perspective, and I feel that he has fallen into this trap. I try to tell Marcel how much his own work has influenced my own career, and how astonished I was by his film.

         I know that we’re influenced by stories, but I’m not sure what this means. Why do some stories affect us, and not others? Why do some narratives work for us, and others don’t? Does it matter that human beings, faced with a choice between a statement, a piece of analysis and a story, go for the latter? I think about this, without coming to an easy conclusion, and then find myself turning to something else: how many stories, I ask myself, are true? And how many are only partly true? Somehow, within the context of the adversarial relationship we have with any notion of something being wholly true, stories score if not badly, at least not very well. Religion depends on storytelling, so does propaganda, so does any form of distraction. Although we crave ‘real’ stories, we have somehow got used to the notion that a story belongs to fiction, that it therefore implies the telling of a lie, or at least the elision of truth. Stories are all around us now, and it’s been suggested that they contribute to our befuddlement as citizens. Another group – film-makers, mostly – say that all stories are false, and that that is how we communicate anyhow. Instead of fretting about inauthenticity, we should accept it. I don’t entirely agree with either of these semi-antagonistic positions, but before I get any further astray, let me try to enter the documentary experience in a different way. It starts with my own inadvertent self-exposure in the course of reacting to a film widely considered to be a masterpiece, Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing (2012).

         Oppenheimer’s film retraces the circumstances in which more than half a million people were killed in Indonesia in 1965. However, Oppenheimer describes his film not as a literal account, but as ‘a documentary of the imagination’. It would be equally accurate to describe it as an essay in what might be thought of as theatrical epistemology – a sustained look at what is revealed in performance. This is achieved through Oppenheimer’s collusive restaging of murders with the assistance of sundry perpetrators, most notably the mass murderer Anwar Congo. Most of the film doesn’t deal with the massacres directly. We are told nothing about how they were done, where or indeed why they happened, beyond the fact that the victims were communists. There are many lurid sequences in which the perpetrators make their own film justifying what they did. At the end, over the kitsch soundtrack of Matt Monro’s ‘Born Free’, a perpetrator playing someone who was murdered thanks his killers for allowing him to get to heaven. 

         Many revered the film, which won many prizes. But my own response, having watched it more than once, was less positive. So let me be as upfront as I can: I dislike the aesthetic and moral premise of The Act of Killing. Encouraging killers to script and restage their murders for the benefit of a cinema or television audience seems to me to be a bad idea, for a number of reasons. I find the scenes in the film where the killers retell their exploits, often with lip-smacking expressions of satisfaction, upsetting not because they reveal so much, as many allege, but because they tell us so little of importance. Of course murderers, flattered by their impunity, will behave vilely; of course they will reliably supply enlightened folk with a degraded vision of humanity. But it feels wrong. Something has gone missing here. Something not very good is being done.

         I was attacked for these views. This didn’t bother me, but it led to the discovery that if you criticise anything these days, it will be assumed that you had some ulterior reason for doing so – an interest in a rival film, a grudge or whatever. I knew many people who didn’t like The Act of Killing and who didn’t express their views. Some of them told me that they had been afraid of voicing their opinion.

         But this is to get ahead of my own set of reservations, which emerged from the notion that the film was essentially a fiction. Not long ago, I viewed it again in order to see if I agreed with my own judgement. I didn’t feel differently. What I did feel was how out of kilter my misgivings had become with many of those who frequented doc festivals. When I was at college, we were encouraged (with certain qualifications) to handle works of literature as if they should, sometimes at least, contain moral statements, or at least display some moral position in relation to what they describe. This isn’t fashionable now. The Act of Killing was hailed  as a form of anti-journalism, bold in its methodology and going where conventional reporting never quite manages to go. In a piece published in the Columbia Journalism Review praising the film, Michael Meyer suggests that we’ve become inured to mass murder through the conventions of journalism, with its predictable good/bad moral judgements. He concludes that one answer to this problem might be the acknowledgement, in the style of The Act of Killing, of a ‘messy moral universe’ in which audiences are left to draw their own conclusions. I still struggle with this position. Yes, you shouldn’t overwhelm those for whom your film is destined with insistent moralising. However, as Hugh Greene, the most notable director-general ever to head the BBC, once said, there are subjects in relation to which the sense of neutrality isn’t relevant, and may indeed be culpable.

         But then I watched Oppenheimer’s second film, The Look of Silence (2014), a more factual account of the same massacres, which gives voices both to the perpetrators and the families of victims. Its protagonist is Adi, an optician and the brother of Amli, who was hacked to death in 1965. Oppenheimer gave videotapes of the perpetrators to Adi, and then in 2011, after finishing The Act of Killing, filmed some of them in Adi’s company. (The film resembles Enemies of the People (2009), Rob Lemkin and Thet Sambath’s film about the Khmer Rouge, seen through the eyes of a journalist whose family were killed in the Cambodian genocide.) In every respect, this is a better film: more poignant, carrying enough detail to allow the viewer to understand the massacres, empathetic with the villagers who can never forget what happened to their families. Yet despite an Oscar nomination, Oppenheimer’s second film received less attention. I suspect that this was because it was less sensational than the first film. For me,  this is the most important question posed by Oppenheimer’s films: does this mean that nowadays films have to shout louder to get a hearing, that their impact-inducing characteristics, the way that they can be covered with hyperbole, counts more than what they say?

         I visited Vietnam as a tourist and saw, lost between the greenery and villages, museums filled with the materiel of the Vietnamese and American combatants and remnants of places destroyed by war. But it seemed as though the Vietnamese wanted to forget. It was clear they hated the French imperialists, but they often spoke highly of their American guests. ‘Vietnam drove a stake in the heart of this country,’ Ken Burns and Lynn Novick say, over images of American bombs dropping and antiwar dissenters marching. Their Vietnam War (2017) is a gargantuan ten-part project, running for seventeen and a quarter hours, overflowing with violent news images, gunships and green paddies, but its rock ’n’ roll soundtrack somehow evokes nostalgia for a bygone America, a lost empire destroyed by wealth, idealism and arrogance. With around ninety interviews, one can’t help empathising with the pain of the disfigured veterans, the stricken families and the survivors. We can now understand the depth of the lies told by the killers in Washington offices and the magnitude of the lists of villagers and soldiers killed. America has never reached closure on the war; the horror of Vietnam is still clear in the country’s collective memory.

         I didn’t like Ken Burns’s films about jazz and baseball, but his film about the war in the South China Sea is anti-heroic and dark. The Vietnam War is truly an anti-epic that is wholly engrossing and upsetting. The commentary is flattened, not orotund, the script matter-of-fact. Describing the massacre of South  Vietnamese civilians at My Lai in 1968, the word ‘murder’, which is usually preferred by film-makers when addressing Vietnam, becomes ‘killing’ (‘The killing of civilians has happened in every war’). An editorial adviser, General Merrill McPeak, who went on an astonishing 269 missions, remembered the rock riffs playing as they dropped bombs over the countryside. The word he thought best described it was ‘murder’, arguing, ‘Let’s open the kimono – let’s tell it all, see it the way it is.’ Burns, in the New Yorker, defended his change, on the grounds that My Lai continues to have ‘a toxic, radioactive effect’. ‘Killing’ was the better word, he said, ‘even though My Lai is murder’. The Vietnam War isn’t a film or a chronicle, but a different form of documentary. In contemporary news reports, there were no battlefields, no hills blasted and destroyed. Burns and Novick have fashioned a Dos Passos-like narrative through their covering of smaller human stories, woven throughout the episodes. Morley Safer and Walter Cronkite created this new film style in the 1960s. Burns and Novick follow the threads of these individual stories to uncover the worst of human violence. The Vietnamese permitted huge numbers of casualties in Saigon and Hue, thus showing American viewers the real face of war. Vietnamese civilians were massacred en masse by both sides. This is how the American empire ended:

         
            If the film seems like an epic of fiction, it’s because it is less engaged in a quest for historical truth than it is in getting closer to some verities about life and death. If there had been a Truth, America would not have been in Vietnam. It went there to obviate the doubt empires cannot endure. The implication is that there may be no purpose we can rely  on – yet purpose is the justification for most of our wars. Are the witnesses telling us the truth on the oath of a vérité camera?

         

         Are we aware of present-day Vietnam? Do we (Americans, of course, but also the imperialist French) understand anything about the killing? I am not sure. Lynn Novick and Ken Burns spent ten years and $30 million scouring the footage. They didn’t sit down with the policy wonks, but they found hidden tapes in the White House revealing the thoughts of JFK, LBJ, McNamara, Nixon and Kissinger. They were liars and ideologues. They were politicians. Naive citizens had half believed the official narrative; now they couldn’t. There is a chasm in the understanding of lies. People of my generation think that journalism and documentaries maintain the lies of the status quo, and Vietnam was the biggest lie. As Ken Burns says in the New Yorker:

         
            ‘Documentaries are traditionally advocates: “Here’s a big problem. Here are the bad guys. Here are the good guys. How do we change this?” That’s fine. It’s like an editorial, and that’s what editorials do.’ He [Burns] described his own films, in contrast, as exercises in ‘emotional archeology’ that aspire to be works of art. ‘We just happen to work in history,’ he said. (He sometimes talks of the need to enliven ‘the dry dates, facts, and events of the past.’)

         

         Here are the jokes on the helmets, the ruined, burnt villages. Here South Vietnamese try to flee, and a million leave in leaky ships. Here is the room at the politburo in Hanoi and the smashed tank that destroyed the gates of the palace in Saigon.  The novelist Bảo Ninh killed American soldiers because they had rations and the Vietnamese couldn’t eat. He recounts that he didn’t see his mother or his apartment, where his family had neighbours whose sons and daughters had perished in Saigon, for years. ‘Only a stone would not have been terrified,’ he says. Among the Americans, there’s Roger Harris, a handsome man who taught at public schools in Boston: wearing a bow tie, he won’t talk about ‘the dead Marine zone’; Vincent Okamoto, the most highly decorated Japanese American, who became an LA Superior Court judge; John Musgrave, who was badly wounded and became an alcoholic, traumatised and scarred by unhappiness and anger. They recall witnessing the worst horrors anyone could imagine.

         The sheer power of docs is indescribable. They have in some respects taken over from written journalism in their power to startle. In 2014, I found myself in Delhi in order to finish a film about a terrible case of rape. Women are raped every day in India, but I got involved in the making of the film because the 2012 murder of Jyoti Singh seemed to affect people in a lasting way. This was partly because of the appalling suffering she experienced at the hands of her aggressors, who raped her in the back of a private bus as it drove along the Delhi streets. But it was also because of what she and her suffering came to represent. Jyoti was a successful intern on the way to a good career in medicine. The daughter of poor parents who were determined that she should be successful, she seemed in her short life to represent a new India. And this is why her story matters to us. Think, for a moment, about what it means to be Jyoti Singh. You’re young, you’re getting to where you want to be in life. Soon, you’ll be able to pay back your parents. And then, on your way home from seeing a movie  with a male friend, you ill-advisedly board a bus. And that’s when you’re assaulted, punished for being the person you wanted to be, raped again and again, thrown out onto the pavement. Amid scenes of national horror, you become a celebrity. In moments of consciousness, you are aware that you won’t recover. Hooked up to tubes, still bleeding, that’s what you tell your parents. You say you’re sorry – sorry that it ended like this, or that you caused trouble, or indeed sorry because you feel ashamed that a culture beset by shame caused your life to end in this way.

         I find myself in pre-monsoon Delhi, in June, for four days. I have never encountered heat like this, and as a result I cannot eat the food. I feel utterly lost. Some of the themes I thought were central to the film when I was back in England – for instance, until recently rape hasn’t been a preoccupation of Indians outside the cultural elite – seem less important now. I realise not how vast India is, because that would require a lifetime, but how different it is. Nonetheless, the main question of the film – how such an attack could occur on a crowded street of the capital – persists. I don’t know the answer. The Indians I interrogate say they, too, don’t know.

         Docs are edited in odd, improvised places these days. We’re holed up in a guesthouse overlooking a taxi rank, a wall and a mass of greenery over which black birds cluster and alight. I periodically leave the over-chilled room to stand on the balcony, which is by now flecked with raindrops. I can’t get any release from the small screens. The film is close to completion, but it has developed its own distinctive set of problems. (Films don’t adhere to Tolstoy’s famous formulation about families. Some of the least successful ones are happy, and all but a few present problems of an unpredictable nature.) Leslee Udwin, the producer and director, once  an actor and now a campaigner, has spent weeks here with the Indian editor, Anuradha, and Dibang, the Indian reporter who is executive producer. As we make each cut, we discuss the film, technically, as most documentary people do, but also as a subject we’ve entered. The editor tells me that since working on this film, she’s afraid to walk home at night. Leslee says she wants to create a global campaign against gender inequality – that, and not the story of Jyoti, is why she came to India. I feel I have a more basic attachment, which comes from what I see as the astonishing fortitude of Jyoti’s parents. They have given a lengthy interview, but they haven’t seen the film. Will they approve? Would I like it, if my own daughter’s death were described in the way the film has described Jyoti’s?

         I am here to see Jyoti’s parents, bearing a letter. Through intermediaries, they respond politely that they are not sure they want to meet me. I don’t always want to meet people who appear in films, but I sense that this film is somewhat different. They say yes, then they say no, then they say maybe. When we walk around the streets, people approach Dibang for selfies. Where I come from it’s a struggle to wrest viewers from their absorption in fictions, and I envy Dibang his fame and his ability to reach millions with his stories. I look at the girls posing with him and think of their families. What must they think of Jyoti’s story? At night, I watch the World Cup with Dibang. I sense that he, too, is upset by the story of Jyoti, but as professionals we don’t talk about this. We watch goals being scored.

         It was Dibang who interviewed one of the young men on the bus. Convicted and sentenced to death, he awaits the outcome of an appeal. Dibang tells me that he must have hoped that by giving the interview, he would appear in a more sympathetic light, and  thus be spared death. (The death penalty is rare in India, carried out only in exceptional circumstances.) The lawyers whom we consult in India aren’t sure whether the film can be shown before the Supreme Court has decided whether he should be hanged or not. To be sure, nothing in the film could influence the Supreme Court justices, or indeed India’s president, who makes the final decision where the death penalty is concerned. And yet some think the lawyers for the accused will seize on the film in an attempt to somehow reopen the case, casting doubt on the culpability of the rapists. I don’t see how this could be the case, but feel obliged to defer to local opinion. Meanwhile, I watch as these suave, well-dressed, middle-aged defence lawyers, some of whom have daughters of their own, say that Jyoti’s death was her own doing, that she should never have been out at night with a friend. I find myself hopelessly emotionally split between wanting everyone to know that there are people who cherish such opinions and wondering whether allowing them expression will make it all worse or – and this would be just as bad – make no difference at all.

         In between viewings, driving around Delhi with Dibang or hanging out on the top floor of his villa, I think of the world of docs in which I have by chance lived so long, never wholly an inhabitant and yet never able to leave or let go. In the old days, the relative scarcity of docs gave them a cachet, but it also enabled film-makers to hide behind their professed identity. Those who made docs seemed to be superior to humble hacks. Gifted with the power of imagery, they were free (in ways that no news editor on a newspaper would have tolerated) to indulge in metaphor. And, I suppose, they were to some degree freed from the obligation to consider the consequences of their actions as film-makers, because their films were, relatively speaking, unwatched.

         It would be foolish to regret the passing of this era, just as it would be insane not to think of the sudden, back-from-oblivion global life of docs as a good thing. But where, precisely, this leaves docs and their makers isn’t clear. Do we want to spend our time thinking about what can or should happen to films? Isn’t it enough that they should simply be available to us, to find and to watch if we choose? I wonder whether, amid the competitive flow of contradictory messages, docs achieve anything. Decades ago, the Fabian Society journalist and pamphleteer Leonard Woolf declared dolefully that all print journalism (and thus everything he had written in his long career of defending good liberal-left causes) ended up wrapping fish and chips the day after it was published. These days, it is so easy for messages to be lost. Good films and good reportage get neglected or ignored. But some do break through. And when they do, the impact is very different to the reception given to The Sorrow and the Pity. They become part of the news cycle. Their impact is brief and meteor-like. I won’t say that they are forgotten, but the slow cultural burn of The Sorrow and the Pity isn’t possible any more. People like myself who want to see things remembered and considered must be happy with speed.

         A few months later, the parents watch India’s Daughter (2015) and they like it. The lawyers now believe that the ruminations of the Supreme Court, still with no outcome, present no obstacle to showing the film. We can now arrange a global showing. I wonder about the ultimate fate of the film. Will it really achieve anything at all? Of the many, many films I’ve helped launch into the world, some have significantly underperformed. No reliable means of predicting the success or impact of a film exists. You can blow money on an outreach programme and get nowhere.  Alternatively, you can assume that a film doesn’t require promotion, that it will somehow catch on anyhow, and be proved completely wrong. You don’t need luck, cleverness or cunning to know that Jyoti’s story will attract viewers in India and elsewhere, I tell myself in London. There’s a wave of global indignation. People want to put a stop to such terrible events. They are angry. But I am not prepared for what is about to happen.

         Just before it is due to be shown throughout Europe, the Indian government halts the showing in India. The reasons seem to me to be complex and contradictory. They hinge around the question of whether Leslee got permission to film, which she did; also whether the interview with the rapist dishonours women (it does not, plainly) and whether it might impede justice (it does not, because there is no jury in an appeal, and the rapists have been found guilty). We show the film at once on the BBC. Our version leaks via YouTube into India. And then the perfect media storm envelops us.

         I struggle for words to describe what must be among the most extreme experiences of my career. One explosion follows another in quick succession. We cannot control the way the film is discussed. We cannot anticipate what feature of the film will be attacked next. We can’t rely on being defended, though this does happen. All we can really do is watch and periodically intervene, often ineffectually.

         Sitting in London, I try not to panic. I call Dibang in Delhi every day. Leslee has left India, and she travels through London, giving interviews, on the way to a launch in the US with Meryl Streep. There are furious campaigns around the film, pro and con. Its methodology is picked over; its appropriateness is questioned. Should there have been an interview with a convicted  rapist? The ethics and motives of Dibang and Leslee are endlessly examined. Of course, the BBC’s motives are impugned. However, in the midst of all this, one can find voices of reason. I am impressed by the news that two groups of twenty-something Delhi law students are petitioning the Supreme Court to overturn the ban. I like best a long-considered online critique from an Indian feminist, who takes apart the contradictory views of the film’s opponents and then says how much she likes the film, while criticising it.

         My own reaction is troubled as well as exhilarated. I worry for the parents, for Leslee and Dibang, and for the editor of the film, some of whom have had to leave India. I panic at the idea that something within our meticulously ordered procedures may not have been done, rendering us all vulnerable; I reflect that no project can be rendered wholly bombproof. But a deeper sense of disquiet affects me, and it comes down to something about the way in which we read social narratives. Do we really absorb them at all? Don’t we just half notice what they say, and react to shortened versions of them, with the way in which it is presumed we should react built into them? Isn’t that what social media does to any kind of long-form attention? Isn’t real attention to things on its way out? It strikes me as odd that most of the endless Twitter feeds aren’t about the film at all, which most people in India can’t have seen. There are, it is true, posts about why the film was banned, or whether it was appropriate to make it and interview the rapist. However, most people simply say that they hate the film and don’t want it; or, on the other side, that they applaud it. They have fixed positions. They don’t seem to enter into the arguments. I had hoped that the film might provoke discussion about how rape could be more easily prosecuted, or  indeed how rapists might be identified. Should one focus on the police and the non-reporting of rapes? Or make the court system less degrading for victims? How, in a country as big as India, does one know where to start? For the moment at least, such a debate isn’t forthcoming, and I wonder what this tells me.

         There are gains, too, from the messy, uncategorisable zeitgeist in which documentaries now exist. If, as I argue, docs have morphed into contemporary essays, becoming a form whereby we get to experience highly provisional stabs at reality, then that can only be good for us. Docs do transform reality, but, far more than fictions, which are usually finished and fixed in their own reality, they are also transformed by it. When We Were Kings (1996) started life as a music doc, but you can watch it now for the portrait of Muhammad Ali in his prime. It has also come to seem like a homage to Africanness: not the Africa of the awful, leopard-skin-obsessed dictator, but the crowds of African children and adults who revere Ali as their own idol, come from another planet, speaking, walking, fighting, ultimately alive for them.

         The best docs celebrate a sense of the accidental. And they matter. Like unknowable bits of the universe, they come into existence when a collision occurs. The collision needn’t be violent; it can be contrived. Good docs appear to wrest a degree of coherence from the contingent mess of life, but when we finally leave them, we must be aware that the ordering was wholly provisional. That’s the only real way to make a documentary film – by setting out what you believe to be true, or beautiful, and destroying any certainty by implying that, yes, it could have been described in a myriad of other ways. This comes down to having a strategy for life, while being prepared to abandon it. What other way is there of staying alive?

         This is the conclusion I’ve come to after sitting watching doc after doc. The films I like are irremediably hybrid: a mixture of authorial personality, cod epistemology, appropriated or created history and whatever seems current and interesting. Sometimes they are polemical, sometimes they are tinged with fictional contrivance. The only rule is that they should have no rules. They should be, rather than tell. They should make the worst things comprehensible. No documentary should be without some aesthetic bliss, even if it is tamped down, minimal, barely noticeable.

         The BBC is now fact-obsessed. For many years, I worked within the mild tyranny of facts, vetting films according to periodically strict criteria. I’ve come to enjoy hybrid, complex takes on our world. Among them is the remarkable The Arbor (2010). Clio Barnard’s masterpiece is, on the surface, an account of the brief career and early death of Andrea Dunbar, who lived in the Buttershaw estate in Bradford. Dunbar wrote an early play, The Arbor, before Rita, Sue and Bob Too, which was a hit in London and was then made into a film. But Dunbar was an alcoholic, and by the time she died at the age of twenty-nine she had already suffered the consequences of fame. She left behind three children. Out of the existing archive, Barnard recreates Dunbar’s troubled, astonishing talent. The scenes from The Arbor shot in the open, among a crowd of Buttershaw residents, are heartbreakingly intense. But Barnard has bigger ambitions here. She came to film after working in performance art, and hit on the idea of using actors to play Dunbar’s children, acquaintances, lovers and neighbours – but lip-synching the real voices. The actors memorised these interviews, vocalising them while listening to them. ‘I used this technique to draw attention to the fact that documentary narratives are as constructed as fictional  ones,’ Barnard explains. These devices are her own way of penetrating Dunbar’s tragic world. But Barnard, as it turns out, isn’t interested just in Dunbar’s brief life. The latter part of the film recounts, in heart-rending detail, the life story of her addict daughter Lorraine, the death of Lorraine’s own son and her consequent trial for manslaughter. We get to see, over three generations, the scarring caused by poverty, drugs and abandonment – and the struggle to survive, too. Each time I watch the film I tell myself that fiction, even Dunbar’s, often can’t do this, but The Arbor does.

         Anyone sitting at an editing table encounters the dilemma of truthfulness hourly. If you strive to be more ‘real’ (i.e. less stodgy, less bound to dull things such as ‘facts’ and ‘objectivity’), does that make you more or less truthful? Some of the people who make docs are, by their own account, great fibbers; others see themselves as meticulous recorders of literal truths. My sense is that many of the best docs come to life within this often-crossed divide, enriching our perceptions of both by creating bridges between the two. War films don’t usually begin with a pack of feral dogs, but Waltz with Bashir, Ari Folman’s 2008 animated film about his own experiences as a nineteen-year-old soldier in the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, owes more to novels such as Catch-22 and Slaughterhouse-Five than to films. But this is, nonetheless, a documentary. Folman reconstructs his nightmares, along with his visits to shrinks. Most of the interviews with his fellow veterans are real. ‘Memory fills the holes with things that never happened,’ a psychologist tells him, but ‘memory takes us where we need to go’.

         The film is ravishing as well as scary: dark, dark scenes, punctuated by Israeli military heavy metal. Folman can’t recall what  happened to him in Beirut, and what he uncovers first is the fact that war is never wholly real or understandable to the participants. As he comes closer to his own past, the film focuses on the ill-fated Israeli siege of Beirut. Israeli forces were stationed for three days at the perimeter of the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps, while Christian Phalangist militias avenged the death of their leader, Bashir Gemayel, by massacring Palestinians – children as well as adults – on the grounds that they were terrorists. Israeli collusion was acknowledged after the event, but Folman wants to know how far his own responsibility went. He launched flares over the camp, placing himself in a ‘second circle’ of those who knew but didn’t help or impede. Folman is the son of Auschwitz survivors, and to him this makes his offence against humanity worse. The film ends with real-life shots of dead Palestinians. This was much criticised, on aesthetic grounds as well as those of taste, but it seems wholly right to remind viewers that the animation they are watching is, in Folman’s sense, ‘real’. ‘Nothing is objective in film-making,’ Folman says. ‘Is a drawing done by a talented artist somehow less real than a photographic image composed of pixels, et cetera?’

         There are crossovers, too, in another film that taught me to love the sheer power of mixed-up categories. In Stories We Tell (2012), Sarah Polley appears to give a straightforward account of her mother, Diane, a vivacious and scatty actress and agent who died when Polley was eleven, and Diane’s relationship with the two sets of children from her marriages. Unexpectedly, however, the story is told by Polley’s father, Michael, who has also written a memoir, which he reads out, often prompted by his stern, perfectionist daughter. Polley is a successful actor and director herself, and to begin with it’s possible to feel that this is just a very  good home movie. But there have always been family rumours that Polley isn’t Michael’s daughter, and the main revelation of the film is that they are true. Her mother had an affair with the film producer Harry Gulkin, and DNA testing reveals him to be Polley’s biological father. But Diane had been married before, and the Canadian court puritanically censured her, denying her full access to her children because she had left her husband for Michael. This second discovery allows Polley to speculate that insecurity may have meant that her mother didn’t leave Michael for Harry – though the film, on this, as on other matters, disdains any fake sense of certainty.

         Polley is interested in what these discoveries mean, in how people do or don’t talk to each other. She quotes from the writer Joan Didion: ‘Stories are what we tell to keep ourselves alive.’ Her own sharpness and steeliness stop the film from ever slipping into schmaltz. When Harry wants to publish his own account of the affair that led to her birth, she stops him. He claims to know about her mother exclusively, but she’d rather have a more nuanced depiction dependent on the thoughts of others – and one, of course, marshalled by herself. Instead, she chooses the ageing Michael as the narrator for her story – because he was her ‘real’ father, but also because his own very partial and incomplete view reflects the way she wants to tell her own equally incomplete story. Stories We Tell is as complex and layered as the best fiction, but also, like the very best documentaries, truth-obsessed, questing. Polley has a cold eye as well as a loving heart. Her own blog, published when the film came out, does justice to her rigorous family interrogation. ‘Anything I want to say myself about this part of my life is said in the film,’ she writes. ‘It’s a search still, a search for meaning, truth, for whether there can ever be a truth. I  have spent five years deciding, frame by frame and word by word, how to tell this story in this film. I’d hate to see my inability to think before I speak wipe out years of work with one stupid comment that I haven’t thought through.’

         Among the most baffling aspects of docs is their privileged social position in what Marshall McLuhan described fifty years ago as the ‘global village’. From the status of pariahs, they have come to occupy a privileged place. They are the poor but interesting relations, kept around the powerful to give lustre or to remind the rich cousins of what might, in a different world, be important. Some are indeed less poor now, due to the sudden intense presence of the likes of Netflix and Amazon. Documentaries began as a casual experiment in seeing what happened when you pointed a camera at the things around you. They never caught on in cinemas and were displaced by fiction. Nowadays, it’s common to hear documentary film described as the new rock ’n’ roll.

         I thought of this while watching Noah Baumbach’s While We’re Young (2014). The real subject of the film is encroaching age, and what it feels like to be up against the perceived capability of younger people to change arbitrarily and fecklessly. But the film’s pitch-perfect evocation of three generations of people known in New York as ‘documentarians’ gives ballast to the plot, as well as allowing the film-maker to riff perceptively and inconclusively on what, if anything, separates what is entertaining from what is truthful. Grumpy old Leslie Breitbart (played by Charles Grodin) is a 1960s literalist full of earnest clichés about what we can learn from the impoverished African Americans whose images he appropriates, and which are now screened at galas celebrating his work. His son-in-law Josh (played by Ben Stiller) is stuck with an excruciating six-hour essay (‘It’s seven hours too long,’ Leslie  tells him cruelly) on the subject of the US Constitution, featuring a garrulous historian. A young film-maker, Jamie (played by Adam Driver), makes use of these doc elders in order to gain cred and backing for a not-so-real Facebook-derived exploration of post-traumatic stress, in which he and his floppy hat are the ultimate focus of attention. A decade ago, these characters would have been writing narrative scripts, and two decades ago they would more probably have been wrestling with the Great American Novel. Now, simply and naturally, they make docs out of their own lives. I was interested to see how much New York film-makers appeared to dislike Baumbach’s film.

         Among film festivals, Sundance occupies a special place. It’s keenly cutting-edge, a bit recherché, and it has a record of having been right about the direction taken by film culture. People talk about documentary films now at lavishly funded parties. They tend not to say how much money these films are about to make. Instead, they tell each other how good the docs are, how much better than the fictional offerings. Films that only a few years ago would have been restricted to the smallest audiences are now keenly sought out. They’re received rapturously, and audiences are reluctant to let their makers leave the Q&A sessions afterwards.

         It was a documentary that saved Al Gore from political oblivion, winning him an Oscar. Few Hollywood directors have actually made documentaries (Martin Scorsese is an exception, though Werner Herzog has been able once again to make fictions as a consequence of his successful documentaries), but it has become commonplace to see the names of Brad Pitt, Leonardo DiCaprio or Sam Mendes attached to films as executive producers. Patrons such as the Ford Foundation, George Soros, Robert Redford’s  Sundance Institute, Gucci and Puma lend their blessing, giving funds to film-makers.

         I wonder sometimes about the celebritisation of docs, even as I find myself sucked into it. Seated beside him on a panel at Sundance, it was flattering to be called Nicky by Robert Redford. I enjoyed, too, sitting behind the heiress and kidnap victim Patty Hearst as she watched a film about her abduction. Who could resist the mix of gloss, wealth and social concern? But something seemed lost among the Mountain Time trimmings, and I came to see the festival as an annual encounter with the rich liberal minority culture bubble of the US. I talked about these things with Sheila Nevins, who’d worked for more than thirty years at HBO. We met the day after the killing of forty-nine people in a gay club in Florida. Glamorous, persistent, eloquent from her training at Yale School of Drama, Sheila regards films as ‘dramas about ordinary people’. She always says that one can learn from ordinary people. ‘No one is truly uninteresting,’ she says. ‘That’s why documentaries are so good.’ Sheila was among the most stubborn and accomplished backers of difficult subjects, until she left HBO in 2017. She also liked winning prizes. But I can empathise with her core survival instincts.

         I told Sheila how hard it was to adjust to the darkness of our times, how so much of American liberalism was too sunny for me, how I found the compulsive optimism of places like Sundance not always helpful when it came to describing what the world was really like. She criticised me not for pessimism, but for my refusal to see good within the darkness. She didn’t like making films about politics (‘So boring to me … Why make a film about the Capitol?’). She always found some light, even if she didn’t know where to look. I drew a different message from  Sheila’s words. In America, freely expressed sunniness was the entry price you paid for reality. If you signed up to human self-amelioration, you could do pretty much what you wanted. Given the opportunity, that’s what I’d do in a second life spent creating documentaries. In the meantime, I had to match film-making with the darkness of the world, I needed to avoid plunging audiences into that darkness around us. I wondered whether, if she were starting out now, she’d find the task easier or more difficult. She said she couldn’t answer the question. ‘People always find a way,’ she said wistfully, but with conviction. ‘In the worst things, they always do.’

         I’m not writing a history of docs here – not because the history isn’t interesting, but because I want people to see docs in the present for which they were made. All docs exist in the permanent present that they create. This isn’t an attempt to create a canon; one of the things that attracts me about docs is that they cannot be reduced to something as formal as a canon. But I do have a practical reason for writing this book, and that’s because no one knows about the best docs; indeed, no one knows where to find them. So many come with extraordinary stories attached to them, and the story of such films is worth telling. It took Claude Lanzmann more than ten years to make Shoah (1985). How did the Maysles brothers come across Big Edie and Little Edie, the wayward stars of Grey Gardens (1975)? Who funded it? Who watched it? There are great documentaries about the making of films, such as Hearts of Darkness: A Filmmaker’s Apocalypse (1991), which is about Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979). And then there are miracle films like The Gatekeepers (2012), in which elite Israeli spies appear in a film to repudiate the policy they had administered for the past forty-odd years. Please  Vote for Me (1997), which tells how nine-year-old Chinese children behave in a classroom election once the idea of democracy is explained to them, is used in seminars in American universities. It has become a bootleg sensation in China.

         Films such as these are big, bold attempts to describe pieces of the world. I want people to know about them and watch them. Not long ago, I gave a talk at Oxford University about a series of films on global poverty on which I had worked. Someone asked me what had been most difficult about the venture, and I paused. I could have talked about the problems with money, or the fact that a gulf separates even the best-intentioned from the lives of the really poor. These factors and others had led to immense difficulties. Instead, I told the audience how difficult it had been to keep the stories out of the hands of NGOs. Not that I disagreed with their aims or felt that they shouldn’t use film to project their messages, but for me some sort of line separated film-making and advocacy. You could make a film that became a campaign, but that wasn’t the same as making a film that was part of a campaign. And these problems of definition were becoming more acute. No easy answers were to hand, and high intentions were often fatal. One of the least acknowledged problems of the present day is the prevalence of good intentions. Alas, saving the world isn’t the same as telling the truth. After the talk I encountered Theodore Zeldin, a professor whose seminars on Proust I had attended, an ironist, someone I had thought touched by genius. He’d become bored with fictions, too. ‘It’s hard to tell the truth about anything,’ he said to me. He didn’t just mean that people wouldn’t thank me for doing this; he wanted to tell me, putting it as simply as he could, that it was hard. Why should it be easy? 

         I talked about truth with the film-maker Stephen Frears, as we walked together around Notting Hill. Like most British directors, Stephen got his start in docs. He made one film in the 1960s about the ripping out of a slum neighbourhood in Nottingham and its replacement by tower blocks. Back then, this was thought to be part of the progressive zeitgeist, but Stephen had worked with the journalist Ray Gosling, who told him that people loved their imperfect, overused slums. Years later, he returned in order to view the film with its participants, and realised that Gosling had indeed been correct – they had in fact preferred where they were, and being moved had proved to be a loss. ‘I get more and more scripts based on truth,’ Stephen said. ‘Are they really true?’ I asked. ‘Well, sort of … but everything nowadays is “sort of”. Real is only sort of real.’

         ‘Documentary,’ says the dictionary. ‘Noun. Based on or recreating an actual event, era, life story, that purports to be factually accurate and contains no fictional elements.’ This is useful, so far as it goes, but excessively minimal. Why shouldn’t non-fiction contain elements of fiction? And why should something only ‘purport’ to be factually accurate? When you describe anything, it is altered. The act of seeing modifies what is seen. It isn’t necessary to be a visionary to understand this. The photographic recording of actuality complicates things. ‘I am a camera,’ Christopher Isherwood’s famous formulation, isn’t in the least convincing. We may own or use photographic means of reproduction, but we aren’t cameras. Yet the discussion of documentaries has been dogged, perhaps understandably, by photographic literalism.

         In a late, elegiac work, the poet Robert Lowell comes close to recreating the act of description:

         
            
               Yet why not say what happened?

               Pray for the grace of accuracy

               Vermeer gave to the sun’s illumination

               Stealing like the tide across a map

               To his girl solid with yearning.

               We are poor passing facts,

               Warned by that to give

               Each figure in the photograph

               His living name.

            

         

         Lowell died a year after writing this poem, in the back of a New York taxi, clutching a Lucian Freud portrait of his estranged girlfriend. He was only sixty, and his life had been marred by the grotesque deformations of reality caused by a severe bipolar affliction, resulting in the loss of his home and multiple lawsuits. I like these sad end-of-life lines because they show that there’s no real conflict between the desire for accuracy and the spirit of illumination. You might think that saying exactly what happened (simply facts) is a lowly, banal activity. No, Lowell is saying, it isn’t, it’s far from being banal. Indeed, it is so important that one must pray for it. It does represent a kind of grace, though not in any religious sense. There is no single reliable way of capturing anything. We cannot rely on anything, let alone sight or a machine as fallible as a camera. Most likely, we can but hope for the best, repudiating both literalism and the excessive use of metaphors. Let’s be honest, drudgery is part of it, and rote, as well as obsessiveness. But nothing, as Lowell insists, should rightly be excluded. How else will the names come alive?

         Why fret about the future of a lowly form widely considered to be on a par with the other offerings of television? Why attempt to  elevate what is no more than the cunning assembly of sound and images into more-or-less plausible narratives? Documentaries have for a long time occupied a humble position in the television economy, securing reliable audiences for a relatively low cost. Many people, year after year, are comforted by the experience of watching slices of life carved out of familiar material for their distraction. Do we need to investigate the relationship between documentaries and reality? My reply to such observations is that the widespread uncritical acceptance of documentaries damaged them. Cultural snobbery still surrounds documentaries. Primarily, they’ve been regarded as filler; alternatively, as a form of agitprop – and they are still condescended to, by journalists and film critics, even by those who make documentaries.

         Do documentaries matter? Why do they matter? These are big questions, easily posed yet difficult to answer. I believe they do matter. Before saying why this is the case, however, it seems appropriate to detail some of the ways in which they have been undermined, both by their successes and their failures.

         Take an extreme example of the degree to which the depiction of reality in film has been prejudiced by its associations with the state. In 1997, I went to St Petersburg in order to work with the film-maker Viktor Kossakovsky on Wednesday (1997), a film in which he rendered in counterpoint the day of his own birth – 19 July 1961 – with the lives of others born on the same day in the city that was then part of the Soviet Union and known as Leningrad. Under communism, everyone was supposed to be equal and, therefore, enjoy a similar life. Viktor’s efforts were directed at demonstrating how the contrary had happened. A few of those he found had got rich, but most were poor – some alcoholics or drug addicts – and the film showed signs of slipping  into a contemporary vision of St Petersburg’s lower depths. We needed to show what had been dreamt of in the days of identical ambitions, egalitarian cribs and Pioneer rallies. So Viktor and I went to Lenfilm, the old communist archives, located in a crumbling Stalin-era building, and watched archive films for a day. The machinery seemed out of Orwell, meticulously preserved, like the rolls and rolls of film preserved for posterity. We found footage of identical white beds in which small, newborn Soviet citizens nestled silently. We also saw samples of lavishly produced weekly accounts of life in which nothing significant happened. The big event was the visit of a surprisingly svelte Fidel Castro, or Nikita Khrushchev’s bulky form, sighted at a Ukrainian dairy farm. And it was in this respect that our visit proved to be useful: as a revelation of how much of what was filmed was wholly impersonal, dictated by forgotten needs. There was no idea of any independently acquired truth here, no sense that one could go out with a camera, as one might bear a pad and a pencil, and simply describe what was happening. Everything was prearranged, controlled from the top.

         A milder form of such attitudes was pervasive among British TV broadcasters. They were obliged to serve mass audiences, so it became part of the job of television executives to vet product, ensuring its acceptability. Many bland series were made as a consequence of such obligations. Lifeboats were recurrent subjects, as well as veterinary surgeries. It would be futile, as well as snobbish, to dismiss such artefacts because they gave many people much pleasure.

         In response to such material, and as a revolt against mass culture, experimental films were highly prized. Briefly, in the 1970s and 1980s, it became fashionable within academies to speak of  the death of the author. Was it possible to be original? Could one even purport to tell the truth? Observers of the cultural scene would reply with a shrug or a nod implying that the question was a stupid one. Forget about individuals, they said, in one dogmatic article after another. All that matters are the patterns on the carpet.

         I was never interested in such ideas, and they still leave me cold. Postmodernism is mercifully out of fashion now, but among film critics the view that documentaries do or should resemble narrative fictions remains widespread. A recent crop of films mixing fact with fiction prompted these thoughts from Nigel Andrews, film critic of the Financial Times:

         
            Think about it. Do we still buy, if we ever did, the notion that non-fiction on-screen is anything other than an artefact? That it is not shot through with point-of-view, with the cultural perspectives and prejudices of the day? That it is not as storied and subjective, in its way, as a narrative feature film?

         

         The claims made on behalf of the documentary as artefact seem exaggerated to me. Any representation of reality, in any medium, can reasonably be described as an artefact. But that doesn’t mean that all representations are false, or that the ability to distinguish between fact and fiction isn’t important. In particular, the argument that people perform in front of cameras, and that this makes all docs ‘fictional’, strikes me as absurd. Some do perform, and some do not. But it’s not hard, if you are patient and cunning, to make people forget they are in a film.

         Film-makers themselves are concerned with the ‘hows’ of their trade – practical things like access, visas, lenses and suchlike. They  may talk about why they were attracted to certain narratives, but they are reluctant to say why one set of circumstances rather than another might make for a better, more involving, more lasting film. For a long time, pressed to explain the impact of their films, film-makers would reply in the idiom of John Grierson, the founding father of British documentary. Grierson, in his left-wing Calvinist way, believed that films should raise spirits through their ability to depict good lives, or at least lives in which people strove for humanity. Viewing such singular, ordinary lives, audiences would experience a degree of solidarity. Nowadays, with so many channels and the reluctance of television executives to admit to any large-scale educative function of the medium, the idea of the documentary as a binding force in society, viewed by large numbers of people and attesting to cultural solidarity, is in decline. It has been replaced by the idea that documentaries can be linked to campaigns and made to change the world.

         On occasions, perhaps they can and do have such an effect, but no evidence exists to suggest that film is especially good at social mobilisation. Nor is it evident that film-makers will be well served by seeing their films bundled into social movements and used to further the interests of NGOs. This is an idea deemed suitable for an age in which many people believe that the world, unless fixed rapidly, will come to grief. The continuous transformation of media has become what any world citizen must now expect. Among so many inventions, however, some things don’t easily change. When Ted Turner instituted twenty-four-hour satellite news, spreading his network globally in the 1980s, he didn’t imagine that this might be a means whereby people might more easily enter each other’s lives. But, to a degree, Turner’s dream hasn’t endured. The horizons of world news have shrunk, even  as powerful governments have created their own news services. CNN, Turner’s creation, is less ambitious now, though its non-US service supplies global news with a strong American slant. BBC World News remains hobbled by a lack of funds. Al-Jazeera, paid for by the emir of Qatar but relatively independent, covers many African and Asian stories neglected in the West. To its credit, it has become the voice of progressive Arab nationalism, giving airtime to democrats throughout the Middle East. Many of Russia Today’s programmes, however, would not have seemed out of place in Soviet times, and the same is true of China’s global services. Meanwhile, France 24 occupies an uneasy space between modern global reporting and the traditional French desire to export cultural values.

         One can get stuck somewhere between the cacophony of the Internet and such officially sponsored views. And it is in this context that documentaries reveal their true utility. In the end, all non-fiction may be dissolved online, becoming part of an endless chain of cause and effect. For the moment, however, we can agree that narratives do exist, and that some are more truthful than others. And it is in this space that the best documentaries survive. I was attracted to docs because I liked them. I still do. I also like the fact that no serious theoretical basis exists to legitimise them. They have come to subsist, precariously, at a crossroads in contemporary culture, somewhere between journalism, film narrative and television entertainment. They appear to thrive on contradictions: between the stubborn reality they purport to capture and their necessarily limited means; between the impositions of storytelling and the desire to interpret or analyse. They aren’t fictional, ever, but their attractiveness can make them appear more real than reality. Ultimately, they remain  provisional, snapshot-like. In fact, they appear to be doomed to remain on or outside the perimeters of the cultural world, which accounts both for their freshness and the relative poverty of those who make them.

         It is this special quality of being both at the edge and at the centre of things that makes them matter most of all. They can evoke what the evolutionary biologist Steven Pinker describes as ‘the widening circle of human sympathy’. They let us see humans as individuals. And they accomplish this superlatively, not as a matter of routine but because their makers have taken great care to allow us to share this vision.

         No one should be able to dictate what a documentary is or should be. It doesn’t seem right to fence in the form, excluding the force fields – dramatic fictions, news, agitprop – that surround it. Nonetheless, here are some ways of characterising the good ones.

         First, they should be provisional. You shouldn’t know where you are going when you start. Second, somewhere – not in a script, perhaps, or by means of a reportorial presence, but through the lens, through editing, through what they are – there must be some notion of an author, or at least that the film was guided by an individual hand or an association of individually motivated hands. Third, they must represent some sort of creative collision with the received idea of how anything can or should be depicted. Also – and this is rare – they should be occasionally funny. Most documentaries aren’t. This is a mistake, because the shock of the real isn’t without its own humorous aspects.

         And most importantly, those who watch documentaries, as well as those who make them, should realise that anything goes. There are traditions of film-making, to be sure. But the vitality  of the documentary resides in the fact that it thrives at a series of crossroads scarred by accidents. You can arrive at the idea of documentary through tabloid journalism or philosophy, out of a desire to change the world, or merely because there is a story you wish to tell. What you really want to do is say what happened.

         In his compendium of the contemporary cultural scene, Cultural Amnesia, Clive James makes the point that for those only moderately ingenious, never has it been easier to access the totality of world culture. You don’t need much money to find out about things. It is easier these days to discover things about our fellow inhabitants of the planet. If we so desire, we can find out many more. This remains the simplest definition of why documentaries matter, and we should ensure that not just great docs, but also good ones continue to be created and shown throughout the world.

         But let me go back to why we should cherish documentaries. Of the current manifestations of contemporary culture, which would you choose to conserve? I suspect that documentaries wouldn’t make it. They have no real cultural recognition. They inhabit, creatively, a nowhereness, always somewhere between other things; but that’s a very good place from which to observe the contradictions and horrors of our times. They may be hard to find, but you would miss them if they disappeared. You might even miss them very much. I’ve watched documentaries in editing rooms, at festivals, on rubbish TV sets and laptops. I see the endless versions they go through, with so much pain taken and given before they’re finished. I like to watch them with audiences and at home. I’ll watch them anytime I am bored, and if I am not bored, too. No one will ever be able to tell me definitively what a documentary does or how it affects people, any more than I  can say for sure what the cumulative effect of a newspaper report, a sonnet, a Shakespeare tragedy or Madame Bovary is. But I do know that documentaries, taken individually, resemble a group of old and new friends. If the species became extinct, I am convinced that this would be a more than small loss for humanity.
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