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Abstract


Passed down from generation to generation, the act of harmonizing has served as a cornerstone of tradition for my family.  In my documentary, All Together Now (2004), I used singing as a through-line starting with my paternal grandfather’s childhood leading up to my current experiences.  The structure followed a contiguous timeline in which major events in my family’s history were underscored by their relation to singing.  As such the film works mostly on the level of a family history lesson.  Much like the tradition of singing itself, I hope the documentary can one day be passed on to my children and their children’s children as a record of familial relations, interactions, and defining events.  


In the new version of the documentary, I want to address one of the major questions that the original brought up.  While the first version showed how a tradition affected my family history, the new version will more directly address why tradition is important in the first place.  My belief is that tradition is important because it creates a form in which memory can exist.  Without memory, our understanding of ourselves and our relation to the world suffers.  This has become apparent to me, as I’ve watched my grandfather deal with his deteriorating ability to remember things.  The new angle for the film will look at how he relies on singing to remember things and to relate to the rest of the family.  However, singing is not a perfect replacement, so we must all deal with the frustrations of his lost memories as best we can.  I will use new interviews with my grandfather, my grandmother, my parents and my sister to further explore how memory loss has affected the family.  Additionally, I will relate some of my own experiences with my grandfather in which I’ve noticed his deteriorating memory.
Thesis

My goal in making films is to create a bond between the viewer and the subject.  In my documentary, “All Together Now” I tell the story of my grandpa’s struggle with aging and how it affects me family.  Viewing a movie is experiential because sound and image are bound in time.  The reality of the action on the screen changes as time rolls on.  In order to best utilize this, a film can bring a viewer into the story.  The qualities of cinema create an ideal arena within which the audience can gain a sense of emotional immediacy.  Bearing this in mind, my goal in making films is to create a bond between the viewer and the subject.  In my documentary, “All Together Now” this bond centers on the story of my grandpa’s struggle with aging and how it affects my family.


Given that fictional narratives have been the most consistently popular form of film, it might seem that the most natural form of the cinema is the “staged” production.  However, it is important to remember that the earliest Lumière films were called “actualities or documentary views.”
   Even one of the most direct precursors to film, Eadward Muybridge’s photographic series of a horse running, was intended as evidence rather than storytelling.
  At its root, cinema’s power derives from its ability to make a viewer believe what they are seeing has really happened.  How long the audience is expected to hold that belief depends on the type of film they are watching.  With a fictional story, the suspension of disbelief needs only to exist from the beginning of the film until the credits roll.  In the realm of documentary, however, the suspension of disbelief will ideally extend for the rest of the viewer’s life.  In fact, a documentary requires something beyond a suspension of disbelief; it requires true belief.  In my film, that belief stems from the factual recounting of my grandfather’s life and his struggle with memory loss.  More importantly, though, the reality of the film’s narrative is grounded in the emotional truth that registers in my family’s voices and expressions.


Every author seems to have a different view of what constitutes a documentary, and yet there is a general consensus that such films are nonfiction.  From that starting point, the films can move in a multitude of directions, depending on the intentions of the filmmaker and the formal characteristics of a specific film.  In an educational film, for example, the filmmaker’s goal is the clear presentation of definable facts.  As such, his or her film’s form will be intended to meet that goal.  Conversely, a Werner Herzog film is concerned with truths that extend beyond merely “the truth of accountants,”
 so the form makes room for visual metaphors that would never appear in an educational film.  Despite the differences between an educational documentary, a Herzog documentary and any other documentary, they all have a “particular point to make.”
  


By making a point, such films gain a perspective. While accuracy and having a point of view are not mutually exclusive, admitting that documentaries have a perspective can be problematic since it creates an opportunity to attack them as inaccurate.  Such misconceptions can lead to pigeonholing, where documentaries are expected to be impersonal and objective to ensure accuracy.  Of course, all films involve “choice-making on the part of the communicator,”
 so even non-personal films are subjective.  Therefore, the criteria for classifying documentaries are independent of subjectivity and must be based upon other aspects of the film.  


One possible criterion for documentary classification is the degree to which the film can be considered autobiographical or personal.  While all documentaries represent the director’s view of the subject matter, with an autobiographical documentary, that subject matter is consciously tied to the director’s personal experiences or relationships.  In all films, there is at least some familiarity between the filmmaker and the subject matter, but in the “autodoc”
 the filmmaker’s personal involvement is pushed to the forefront of the narrative.  By stripping away the illusion of objectivity, the filmmaker creates a rapport with the viewer that doesn’t exist in falsely “objective” films.  This creates a level of trust, which is “the key to the films’ power and relevance.”
  Like a memoir, the autodoc focuses on how the filmmaker experienced an event, rather than on how that moment technically unfolded.  Reflection and self-investigation are the coins that purchase the audience’s trust.  An autodoc functions in terms of truth of experience, rather than in fact of actions.  Even though the narrative of  “All Together Now” is a collection of moments that have made up my grandpa’s life, the story is as much my own as it is my grandpa’s.  The emotional impact comes from my own reflections about the influence he has had on me.  

In My Architect (2003), a personal documentary by ​​​​Nathaniel Kahn, Kahn attempts to connect with his deceased famous architect father, Louis Kahn, by traveling around the world and viewing some of his greatest structures.  In this film, I found a model that showed that the more intimately a story is told, the closer the viewer becomes to the filmmaker.  Emotional honesty is the best way to build this connection and there are many ways to go about doing so.  The most important that I found in this film was the thoughtful use of b-roll.

While traveling among Louis’ most famous works, Nathaniel interviews people who either worked on the buildings or helped in some way.  It is heartbreaking to realize all of these strangers knew his father better than he did.  This detachment is reinforced time and again through the editing.  As someone tells an anecdote, b-roll of the buildings is shown.  Generally, the structures are unforgiving and solid; they are cold and utilize negative space.  The images serve as a stark contrast to Louis’ warm personality described by those interviewed.  During one scene, Nathaniel finds out that his father used to spend Christmas with the person he’s interviewing, something Nathaniel never got to experience himself.  As the story is told, there is a cut to a paraglider sailing across an open space in one of Louis’ designs.  Before the glider completes the journey from one end of the screen to the other, the shot ends, suggesting that Nathaniel will never be able to bridge the gap between he and his father. 


Even more moving is a later scene, when Nathaniel interviews the conductor of an orchestral boat that Louis designed.  During the technical parts of the interview, a montage shows the boat broken into a series of images, but when the emotional peak of the scene comes, the interview continues in one uninterrupted take lasting more than a minute.  The conductor realizes that Nathaniel is Louis’ abandoned son and is overcome with emotion.  He goes from surprise to sadness to regret and sorrow, before pulling Nathaniel into the frame for a long hug.  Then the conductor exits the frame, leaving Nathaniel to look out the ship’s window and ponder the event that just took place.  Kahn’s decision to not cut to b-roll achieves a special emotional reality.  By letting the moment play out in real time, the viewer is enticed to view the event as an observer, as a third party actually present when it all took place.  As such, feelings about the event extend beyond mere sympathy into the realm of empathy.  No longer is the story removed from the viewer, it becomes the viewer’s story.  


In telling my story, I look to create a similar sense of immediacy for my audience.  By doing so, I hope to overcome the detachment that can result from hearing history that happened decades ago.  Though the storyline spans many years, it should be experienced always in the present tense.  With the original version of the documentary, I was lucky enough to screen it for large audiences on at least three occasions.  The various reactions made it obvious where the movie succeeded and what it lacked.  For the most part, people laughed when they were supposed to laugh and some even cried during the poignant parts.  However, there was one section of the documentary that never received the reaction it was intended to.  Around the midpoint of the film, my dad mentions the possibility that my grandpa will someday have dementia.  When he says this, he is quite serious and it is one of my family’s biggest fears.  However, the scene ended with my grandpa making light of the possibility and the audience tended to laugh it off instead of acknowledging the sadness hidden behind the joke.  


For the new version of the documentary, it was important to change the film’s conflict.  Actually, the weakness of the original version, the reason people laugh when dementia is mentioned in it, is that there is basically no conflict in it.  The movie works as a celebration of family and music, but “if something is easy, there is no tension,”
 and the value of family and music is diminished.  In order to fix this problem, I interviewed my grandparents and parents again.  In the new line of questioning, the focus was on the newly developed conflict.  In addition to the themes of music from the earlier version, “All Together Now” became a movie about aging and memory.  With the new interviews, My Architect became a guide to how b-roll can be utilized best.  

Until the final section of my film, the various themes are addressed separately.  When music is discussed, there are pictures or videos of one family member singing. When family is discussed, my family members are shown together, but not within the context of singing. During the final section of the film, showing the family singing as a group brings these themes of family and singing together.  Just as Kahn’s b-roll serves the double purpose of showing his father’s buildings and commenting on his broken relationship, my singing-family images bring two themes together and show how they are indivisible parts of the same story.

At an earlier section of the film, I chose to follow Kahn’s other example by not cutting to b-roll.  In this new version, my grandpa’s struggle with memory becomes the central conflict.  As such, whenever he addresses the conflict directly, I don’t show any b-roll.  Rather, I let his facial expressions, along with the tempo and inflection of his voice, communicate everything that the audience needs to know.  This gives the interview a sense of emotional immediacy.  To cutaway during these peak emotional sections, would create a layer of separation between the audience and my grandfather.  By just showing him in his own words, a deeper connection is allowed to form.  Unlike the rest of my family, I interviewed my grandpa from behind the camera instead of to the side of it so that when he speaks, he breaks the fourth wall.  When his interview is shown without b-roll there is a suggestion that he is speaking directly to the viewer.  As such, there is a sense that the viewer is actually taking part in a conversation, which heightens their level of emotional involvement.  


Looking at the major themes of the documentary, another shortcoming became increasingly obvious.  Here was a movie about singing and there was barely any music in it.  In order to emphasize the role that music plays in the story, music needed to become more prominent in the film. 


Sam Jones’ I am Trying to Break Your Heart (2002) is a documentary about a band called Wilco and their struggles to put out an album.  Like my movie, it is very much a story in which music plays a large role in an even bigger human drama.  The film helped me to understand how to fit actual musical performances into a movie without interrupting the flow of the story.  In the film this is done in two ways, the second being much more interesting cinematically.  First, since the movie is about a band recording an album there is plenty of footage of them actually performing.  For the most part, this is used in a very straightforward manner.  Despite the simplicity, it helps to tell the story of the work that went into the album as well as the talent the band members have.  In many ways, the scenes of performing serve as a setup for the film’s climax.  Within my ten-minute film, there isn’t room for a lot of performance or setup, so I tried to combine the two as much as possible.  In the opening sequence, my grandpa sings a song in a large group.  As the camera zooms slowly in on him, the music fades down slightly and my voiceover sets up the conflict of the story.  Via association, the conflict my grandpa will face over the next ten minutes is tied directly to his singing.  What role that singing will play in the story, whether it is the source of the problem or some kind of solution, is not yet clear to the viewer.     


At one of the peaks of I am Trying to Break Your Heart, the band finds out their record label has dropped them and won’t put out their record.  All of the hard work seems to have been for nothing.  Given the quality of music in the previous hour’s performance footage, the record company’s decision becomes an injustice.  To ensure the audience comes away with this impression, there are interviews with many top critics, all of whom hail the unreleased album as a masterpiece.  In the musical performance that ends the sequence, the music gains significance beyond that of previous performance footage.  In the anarchic climax to one of the album’s songs, lead singer Jeff Tweedy sings “I want to thank you all for nothing at all”
 repeatedly until the lyrics turn into an angry chant.  Through editing, Jones turns the song into the band’s powerful expression of frustration with their former record company.  The song has narrative value.  In the new version of “All Together Now,” I attempt a similar duality.  After my grandpa talks about music’s power to help him remember things in his old age, I cut to him singing a song.  At this moment, any number of songs would be fitting, since they would demonstrate he can still remember lyrics to songs.  In order to emphasize the role singing plays within the story’s conflict, though, he sings a song about growing old.  Suddenly, the music becomes an act of defiance, a declaration that old age hasn’t won yet.  Still, the song has a sorrowful tone to it, suggesting that my grandpa will ultimately lose his battle.   


Something that both My Architect and I am Trying to Break Your Heart manage to do is tie their multiple themes together.  Kahn’s film is foremost about his attempt to connect with his deceased father.  In doing this, though, he travels among his father’s great architectural achievements.  On top of the broken relationship theme, the movie also becomes an art history film.  With Jones’s movie about Wilco, the original intention was to show a band record an album.  However, a second story, a more interesting story, emerged when the band was dropped from their record label.  On first viewings, I found it interesting that each film managed to tell multiple stories.  After some thought, though, I realized that each film actually only told one story.  Through careful structuring, the filmmakers made each of the multiple themes in their works vital pieces of the overall story.  By drawing parallels between buildings and broken relationships, Kahn made the buildings a necessary aspect of his personal story.  By emphasizing the work put into an album, Jones built up to the downfall of being dropped from a record label.  With the new version of my documentary, I faced a similar task of combining two storylines into one cohesive piece.


In the original version of “All Together Now” the story centered on how much love my family had for each other.  Within the narrative, this love was expressed through song.  For the new version, I added the conflict of my grandpa aging and his resulting memory loss.  Achieving a balance between these story lines proved to be a challenge.  For a long time, the re-edited movie played out like two separate pieces.  The first half was a nice retelling of family history with some interesting anecdotes and pictures of cute kids.  In the second half though, the tone changed jarringly.  Suddenly the film was dark and sad.  In this transitional version, all of the hope presented in the first half was wiped out by the negativity of the second half.  This would have been fine, except that the two halves didn’t tie together; they were just a happy part and a sad part.  My focus became the structure of the documentary.  I had to show how the two halves were related.  In order to achieve this, I introduced the conflict of old age earlier into the film.  Instead of having it be a surprise twist halfway through, it became the frame through which the rest of the story was told.  By setting up the story to include old age and memory loss, all of the familial love expressed in the film gained significance because there was now a conscious chance that the happiness might soon be lost.  


From the time I started making the original version of the documentary until the new version was finished, eighteen months went by.  During that time, I had plenty of chances to think about why the film should be made in the first place.  With the first version, I took it as an opportunity to share my family’s love with other people.  This is something I still kept for the latest version, but it is no longer the only reason for the movie’s creation.  I realized that personal documentaries are a chance to not only celebrate relationships, but to investigate them.  Making this movie has taught me a lot about how a family functions.  On a subconscious level, I think I’ve always understood family, but actively thinking about family has brought me to a new level of understanding.  The dedication and sacrifice my family has given me is something that I will now much more willingly give back to them.    


In a personal film, the audience goes on the same journey of discovery that the filmmaker does.  The film’s viewers should have a taste of my own experiences as they watch “All Together Now.”  Through some of the techniques I learned from My Architect and I am Trying to Break Your Heart, I attempted to break down barriers that would keep viewers from sharing in my personal experience.  As such, the lessons I’ve learned will ideally be passed on to the viewers. 

Works Cited

Bernard, Sheila.  Documentary Storytelling For Video and Filmmakers.  Burlington, MA:


Focal Press, 2004.
Cook, David A.  A History of Narrative Film: Third Edition.  New York: W. W. Norton

& Company, 1996.

Cronin, Paul Ed.  Herzog on Herzog.  New York: Faber and Faber, 2002.

Jones, Sam.  I am Trying to Break Your Heart.  Plexifilm, 2002.

Kahn, Nathaniel.  My Architect.  HBO, 2003.

Kawin, Bruce.  How Movies Work.  Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992.

Scott, A.O.  “The Autobiographical Documentary.”  The New York Times.  New York: 

12 December 2004.  

� David A. Cook.  A History of Narrative Film: Third Edition (New York: W.W. Norton


& Company, 1996): 11.


� David A. Cook.  A History of Narrative Film: Third Edition (New York: W.W. Norton	


& Company, 1996): 3-4.


� Ed. Paul Cronin.  Herzog on Herzog.  (New York: Faber and Faber, 2002): 301. 


� Bruce Kawin.  How Movies Work.  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992): 543.


� Sheila Curran Bernard.  Documentary Storytelling for Video and Filmmakers.  


(Amsterdam: Focal Press, 2004): 3.





� A.O Scott.  “The Autobiographical Documentary.” The New York Times. (New York: 2004, December 12): 1.


� Sheila Curran Bernard.  Documentary Storytelling for Video and Filmmakers.  


(Amsterdam: Focal Press, 2004): 3.





� Sheila Curran Bernard.  Documentary Storytelling for Video and Filmmakers.  


(Amsterdam: Focal Press, 2004): 20


� Sam Jones I am Trying to Break Your Heart.  Plexifilm, 2002.





PAGE  
14

