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NN DT "2 IXY ,DIY DNENA WX NN NINNKRT? D28 ndwnw nx'm] 'jin'oaw nirint' n7xnY
.NINNI N2 N2 Nnxnn 'Y 72V nonwn [(5 719) Trinh T. Minh-ha 7w Nnkn
7w 'OXIPN MMNN NVAY XIN L'TIV'NN QNTA NONINN ARIYNN |22 177 01NN 0'VOoRPLVN TNN
IMYIP7? y'an nknn YWUXRD .(Bazin, 'The Ontology of the Photographic Image') |[Tk2 N1TIX
AN NAIVYT 7wWmM S NIRYNA/MRNM7 DIMNN 7Y '01I09N'0RN YN W N0'ON 7D 17w awan
N DX wU2IN7 N1 707w nnxyna .011917 ANt 91N ‘(indexical) "70pTI'RN [n'on 1'9%7Y
NMINNN 7Y A7MARN TAaynn 2y [I'TN DX Mwn AT nywa L(?annn 7w ?nN100nn) npivnn
.NNXY D'IN'ON NN 227 NINXN 17 Nnixnn

TNIXN DX 7907 N7210NN VPMAIND NINN 210 DX 117 P'WN7 N713' Nn7¥Nn NYTY N
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[AT 7¥ D'RINN NNIYNN V7" AIRD LINXY OPMAIRD XN NNT7IXNAN NIMNN NN IR

DT 'R1EL,NAINNN DUNT IX DNHYA ,N797IVA NNd TV NIwn AT 'K .12 D'0721Un 770 7wl
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[441.7Tmn X ;19w (7190WUN) DNPITNOIN X'NY 7TINN 7w NN DX, INXY
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IT NPI7N N2 N1 PTNN IWEN 702 KIN 707 TN [N'ONY X' NADNI,™1IAN'01 117'R L' 707 TI'X [n'o
JIXY 07'9 7w D'NAMN |17'n 7Y N2ANINYT .NN'DNANN NIN'YNA] 01NN VPMAINY
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X7 NI 1Tnn yTa Aptnn 17'98 ,0mion 070 191") 'y 7u y'own T NiMIvY NiNdina
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"¢'09"> NNaNa NTRONNA LT AN L(Grierson) 1002 IR 7w NNy NNnaT?) TTIvinn voNn
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DA IND ,20'N NNAIYA NIF'0AIR NIYYAI9T KIOK YR 'TIV'NN N'WUN 7w 0T 0Nn19 [511."n1a Nt
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(Ruiz) o'~ 71X ,(1979) Of Great Events and Ordinary People 010N N7'nNA .I1T DX IT NINNIO
N7X ,'91"1 OIY II'X KINY X' OT'78M DY N'an' nix 1o .01 "y? 1001 DR vo¥n

[2 A7 N7a10NnN '007LN NKIN' NK X7 ,IT NINXN 1907 VION 7w IT'PON INT KON "MK

DYV D'URMAIND 7Y NIN'YAN NNTY ON™NN KINT,NMI0 [MON T 7V MAYINY AWIn NIN 'KNn'7'9-Nnon
DAYINN Y .'NTI7' Nn7¥nny 071yN NIMNN 7707 19007 'RNan T 7Y 1NN2IW NN7¥nin 1197 0'RYNIn
The ) '8n7'on1 (The A-filmic) '8n'7'9-KN 10N ['MI0 7 NMIVIDMIVN NAI7INIRD DX D'AY7YUNY DNKRD
.(filmic
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DNNITIAY ,NNAIT?) VYOI (AN IR ANVPIRD (AN KID NIX (17 Y'Y *ayn 0N AT "]
n"INn 72y NN (WK L, (Jonas Mekas, George Kuchar, Lynn Hershmann, Vanalyne Green 7w
TIV'NA IX N2YY [ATN ITAWA D 7D |"yn DXY 'K ,N7R D'INK NY2IXR 7¢ NIPNd L ARD 'NNNIRY
TAY? NNTINN 71X K78 — DITR YT' NO'Y7W ¢ AN nnxnixn n'7uUx nnv'p — or-nin '"n
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naIn ,07mDn Cinema Direct "N XINW VY02 D'9IX NXWD .1N7W YTINN-NNA 'UNNN NNifp DR N7 W'
NNA0N2 DMPNNYT ND'UNNN L, NNX? NYRANN KT "Mopn naX T DAY ,0Nan oy TN T 1YY
019NI I'on NvLMNN L("D7WNN KIN YRIYE ARN DNRY DNR") MTan 'RIND TIV'MN NN

TN NAXRT? |'"VY XIn ,"100'NN
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Toward a Poetics of Documentary- notes
An earlier version of this essay was delivered as the keynote address to the Twelfth Annual Ohio
University Conference in November 1990.
| am grateful to Bill Nichols, Chuck Wolfe, and Edward Branigan for their careful reading and for

suggestions which have greatly benefited this text.
1. Tzvetan Todorov, The Poetic of Prose, trans. Richard Howard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977),
33.
2. Quoted in Calvin Tomkins, "Look to the Things Around You", The New Yorker,16 September 1974, 90.
3. Aristotle, Poetics, trans. Gerald F. Else (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1967), 4, 15.
4. Lubomir Dolezel, Occidental Poetics: Tradition and Progress (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1990), 56.
5. Despite the historical limitations of Dolezel account of the evolution of Occidental

poetics — he ends in 1945 prior to the postwar effloration of inquiry in France- the book offers a useful
periodization of poetics in the West and a sense of the rich ancestry of contemporary manifestations.
6. Vlery's definition is cited in Tzvetan Todorov's Introduction to Poetics, trans. Richard Howard
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1981), 7.
7. 1 will insist on including video in the discussion of documentary film even while nothing that the two
media forms are irreducibly distinct. It is my sense that the four modalities of documentary discourse
traced here obtain for both film and video bur manifest themselves differently and within distinguishable
historical contexts.
One brief example must suffice by way of illustration. It might be said that video has emerged as a
discursive field with a particular relationship to preservation, the first documentary function. Videotape was
developed in 1956 as a storage system for an electronic signal and has been deeply enmeshed with
surveillance technologies ever since.
For unlike the Lumieres' cinematic apparatus which, from the first, could double as a camera and a
projector, television- a medium of transmission dating to the 1930s and earlier- required another
technology to effectuate the preservation of the sound of images it produced. Video is, among other things,
television' s preservational other. On purely historical grounds, it would simply be a mistake to
conceptualize the preservational dimension of documentary video as identical to that of its filmic
counterpart. The case could be made in similar ways for each of the four modalities of documentary
discursivity for video. Such a working through is much deserved but must await another occasion.
8. See Earl Miner's Comparative Poetics: An Intercultural Essay on Theories of Literature (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 990), particularly his introductory chapter, "Comparative Poetics" (12-33).
9. Todorov, Introduction to Poetics 4-5. Todorov does not entirely discount the possibility that there could
be a substantive separation of interpretation and science (hence, poetics) because the latter is neither
entirely descripitive but instead works for "the establishment of general laws of which this particular text is
the product" (6). Todorov does not so much critique science (as the scholar's dream discourse) as
indemnify it against its potential detractors. That critique will be Foucault's.
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10. Roland Barthes, "The Return of the Poetician", The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 172.

11. Barthes' position in the question of the separability of interpretation and description is, as ever,
complex. In his 1977 "Inaugural Lecture" at the College de France, Barthes argued that, in regard to the
presumed opposition between the sciences and letters, " it is possible that this opposition will appear one
day to be a historical myth" [A Barthes Reader, ed. Susan Sontag (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 464].
The statement is equivocal: It could mean that, in the manner to Todorov, there is no description without
interpretation (thus, all science is, to a degree, "artful") or simply that literary studies is capable of being
undertaken with the rigor of science (thus, some aesthetic inquiry is the epistemological equal of science).
The statement could also be understood as a statement about Barthes's own intellectual history, his
journey from the painstaking semiological treatises of the 1960s to the essayistic writings of the late 1970s.
The art/ science split has certainly been the subject of much debate (see, for example, the classic
exposition of the problem in C.P. Snow's Two Cultures or Raymond Williams' entry on science in
Keywords). Of all branches of aesthetic inquiry, poetics confronts the question most vigorously.

12. From Coleridge' s Biographia Literaria (1817), as cited in Dolezel (87).

13. See, in this regard, Brian Winston's essay (Chapter 3 of this volume).

14. Ilvan Brady, "Harmony and Argument: Bringing Forth the Artful Science"” in Ivan Brady, ed.
Anthropological Poetics (Savage, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishrs, Inc., 1991), 19.

15. Todorov, The Poetics of Prose, 236. As is the case with Brthes, Todorov cannot fairly be pigeonhold,
in this inctance as an apologist for an airtight science of literature. In his Introduction to Poetics, he writes
that "the relation between poetics and interpretation is one of complementarity par excellence.... A
massive imbalance in favor of interpretation characterizes the history of literary studies: it is this
disequilibrium that we must oppose, and not the principle of interpretation" (7, 12). It is just thus
judiciousness toward the poetics/ interpretation encounter that seems to be missing in David Bordwell ' s
more polemical account of contemporary film scholarship in his Making Meaning.

16. Roland Barthes, "The Return of the Poetician”, The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 172..

17. Roland Barthes, "From Science to Literature”, The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 7.

18. David Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference and arahetoric in the Interpratation of Cinema (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 270-271.

19. Ibid., 273.

20. A. J. Greimas, The Social Sciences: A Semiotic View (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1990), 11.

21. lbid., 11-12.

22. Helen Vendler, The Music of What Happens: Poems, Poets, Critics (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1988), cited in Ivan Brady, ed., Anthropological Poetics, frontispiece.

23. Michel Foucault, "Two Lectures" Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings,
1972-1977, Colin Gordon, ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 80.

24. lbid., 81, 83.
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25. Michel Foucault's injunction against the unspoken coefficient of power attached to discursive forms
deemed "science" represent an important intervention, it is only fair to add that Foucauldian genealogies
mobilize a considerable power of their own. Foucault's point is most useful when understood historically,
as a comment upon the epistemic force realized (in the West and since the Enlightenment) through the
very appellation of science.
26. Ibid., 84-85.
27. Roman Jakobson, "Linguistics and Poetics," The Structuralists From Marx to Levi- Strauss, eds.
Richard T. De George and Fernande M. De George (Garden City: Anchor Books, 1972), 88.
28. It is not inconsequential that the moment of Anglo-American film theory's intellectual formation (one
now hears the label "seventies film theory") coincided with the passage from high structuralism to
something "post” in France. The transfer of ideas from France to Britains and then to the United States
created a lag of sorts so that American film students were learning Christian Metz's "le grand
syntagmatique"- zealously structuralist in concept and execution- even while Metz himself was reinventing
film theory in Lacanian terms (a system of thought not immune from Foucault's admonition against global,
totalitarian theories). The growing influence of cultural studies on aesthetics analysis- and the
displacement of general theoriesby localized ones (e.g., models of cultural resistance)- has placed us at
an ever greater remove from the systematic (if utopian) inquiry of the structuralist project. The drama of
intellectual reinvention of the 1970s can be charted in the writings of a key ideologue of the era, Roland
Barthes, over little more than a decade. In 1964, he wrote (in " The Structuralist Activity") of the way that
structuralism manifested

"a new category of the object, which is neither the real nor the rational, but the functional, thereby joining
a whole scientific complex which is being developed around information theory and research" (153)
(reprinted in Richard and Fernande De George, eds., The Structuralist From Marx to Levi-Strauss). By
1975, Barthes could muse ironically over his fascination with science. Of his taste for algorithms, he could
say: "Such diagrams, he knows, even fail to have the interest of locating his discourse under the aegis of
scientific reasoning: whom could they deceive?"[Roland Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 100.]Given the devaluation of structuralism's programmatic aims, a taste for
poetics did not appear, until rather recently, to have survived into the presentera.
But this resurgent genus of aesthetic inquiry is, one could say, poetics with a difference".
29. Jacques Derrida, "Structure, sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences," The Structuralist
Controversy: The Languages of Criticism & the Sciences of Men, Richard Marcksey and Eugenio Donato,
eds. (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1970), 263.
30. The books cited: James Clifford and George E. Marcus, eds. Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics
of Ethnography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986); lvan Brady, ed. Anthropological Poetics
(Savage, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1991); Nancy K Miller, ed. The Poetics of Gender
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1986). Susan Rubin Suleiman, Subversive Intent: Gender,
Politics, and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990). It is worth nothing, in the
matter of the resurgence of interest in poetics as well as the broadened contemporary understanding of the
range of topics comprehended, that The Poetics of Gender was composed of papers presented at the
eight in a series af annual colloquia initiated byl Michael Riffaterre at Columbia University's Maison
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Francaise. The sessions on gender followed others on poetry, the text, intertextuality, the reader, the
author, the body, and ideology.

31. James Clifford and George E. Marcus, eds., Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography
( Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 8. See, in particular, Clifford's "Introduction: Partial
Truths," 1-26.

32. James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 25.

33. Susan Rubin Suleiman, Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1990), 84.

34. Foucault, Power/Knowledge, 98, 102.

35. The linkage of the direct cinema practitioners with the Griersonians or Newsreel might strike some
readers as odd in this discussion of political determinations. After all, the Drew Associates (Leacock,
Pennebaker, the Maysles) seem, at first glance, to have been far more concerned with the potentialities
of the new technology (principally synch sound via lightweight rigs) than with politics. To preserve such a
distinction would be to miss the point at many levels. To take only one line of argument in this regard:
Direct cinema's stance of narrationless neutrality was the ideal aesthetic for American television culture as
it began to emerge from the 1950s and the "end of ideology". For an extended amount of the ideological
contingencies of the direct cinema movement, see Brian Winston's essay (Chapter 3).

36. Smadar Lavie, The Poetics of Military Occupation: Mzeina Allegories of Bedouin Identity Under Israeli
and Egyptian Rule (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 337-338.

37. Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1974) Ixxi, 314.

38. In my discussion of the contemporary relations between art and science, | have stressed the
scientificity of aesthetic inquiry ( the realm of poetics) at the expense of addressing science's historical
concern for beauty. By way of redress, | offer a series of quotations excerpted from Ivars Peterson's
popular survey of contemporary mathematics, Islands of Truth: A Mathematical Mystery Cruise [(New York:
W. H. Freeman and Company, 1190),288]. In a section entitled "Figures of Beauty", Peterson offers the
following selections from leading 20™-century mathematicians as evidence of the pleasures to be found at
the pleasures to be found at the highest levels of mathematical inquiry, a montage which, taken
cumulatively, suggests that accounts of the allegedly ineradicable, post-Enlightenment split between art
and science have been grossly overstated:

Mthematics, rightly view, possesses not only truth, but supreme beauty- a beauty cold and austere, like

that of sculpture, without appeal to any part of our weaker nature, without the trappings of paintings or

music, yet sublimely pure, and capable of stern perfection such as only the greatest art can show.
Bertrand Russell

Much research for new proofs of theorems already correctly established is undertaken because the
existing proofs have no aesthetic appeal
Morris Kline
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It is true aesthetic feeling which all mathematicians recognize.... The useful combinations are precisely the
most beautiful
Henri Poincare

My work has always tried o unite the true with the beautiful, bit when | choose one over the other, | usually
choose the beautiful.
Hermann Weyl

Beauty is the first test: There is no permanent place in the world for ugly mathematics.
G. H. Hardy

39. It is gratifying to note that the critical tide is now beginning to turn; judging by the number and quality
of recent conference presentations and books recently completed or underway, considerably more
attention now seems to be accorded nonfiction work. But in relative terms, theoretical considarations of the
documentary lag far behind.

40. Much has been wrriten about the uncertain status of the peer panel review process for NEA grants in
the spring and summer of 1992. Under the leadership of a Bush appointee, Anne-Imelda Radice, the
National Endowment of the Arts has rescineded a handful of grants for art works whose subject matter was
deemed erotic.

41. Long after fashioning this fourfold typology for documentary discursivity (which has evolved in my
teaching over a decade), | noted the possible relationship to Hayden White's discussion of the four "master
tropes" (metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, irony) which reappear in critical thought from Freud to Piaget
to E. P. Thompson. White attributes to Vico the notion that diataxis of discourse "not only mirrored the
processes of consciousness but in fact underlay and informed all efforts of human beings to endow their
world with meaning" [Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essay in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 5].

42. Hans Richter, The Struggle for the Film, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: st. Martin's Press, 1986),
42-44.,

43. Karl G. Heider, Ethnographic Film (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1976), 19.

44. Andre Bazin, "The Ontology of the Photographic Image," What Is Cinema? , trans. Hugh Gray (Berkely:
University of California Press, 1967), 14.

45. Some years later, Derrida reminded us that all writing places memory and forgetfulness in tension. The
creation of a documentary image may be a memorializing gesture but it equally implies an
acknowledgment of the radical alterity of the sign, defined as the place where " the completely other is
announced as such-without any simplicity, any identity, any resemblance or continuity- in that which is not
it"[Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1974), 47]. Writing is "at once mnemotechniguw and the power of forgetting" (Derrida, Of
Grammatology, 24). From this prespective, one might say that the documentative desire responds both to
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the pleasure principle and its beyond.

46. Andre Bazin, What Is Cinema?, trans. Hugh Gray (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967), 162.
47. Ibid., 155, 158.

48. Aristotle, Rhetoric, trans. W. Rhys Roberts (New York: Random House, 1954), 22.

49. For a brief account of the cognitivist pragigm and its relation to matters of filmic narration, see David
Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 29-47. See,
generally, Bordwell's "A Case for Cognitivism" in a special issue of Iris devoted to "Cinema and Cognitive
Psychology", Vol. 5, No. 2(1989), 11-40.

50. Bill Nichols, Ideology and the Image: Social Representation in the Cinema and Other Media
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1981), 210.

51. Ibid., 211-212.

52. Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (London Flamingo, 1976), 278.
53. Richter, The Struggle for the Film, 46.

54. Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 9.

55. The threshold of audience acceptance for documentary reconstruction or reenactment remains volatile;
it is dependent both on historical moment and subject matter. "Preenactments" (visions of what could be,
presented in a documentary format) have proven to be most controversial when the future vision they offer
is apocalyptic. Both Peter Watkins’ The War Game (1966) and Ed Zwick’s Special Bulletin (1983)-- two
films about nuclear disaster--proved plausible enough for contemporary audiences to foster political battles
(the BBC refused to screen Watkins’s film as planned) or public dismay (the media coverage following the
Special Bulletin broadcast offered testimony to the panic caused despite the disclaimers which
accompanied the broadcast). The controversies which swirl around the question of documentary
reconstruction/reenactment--"post-enactments’--seem inescapable insofar as they address a core issue
for all documentary--veracity. Most attacks against The Thin Blue Line or Roger and Me, for example, have
been based upon the presumption that authorial liberties taken toward the presentation of the "facts" have
vitiated the films’ possible claims to authenticity. (Question: Can documentary truth ever afford to be
stylized?) The popular attachment to truth in cinema suggests that the erosion of referentials associated
with the postmodern is being resisted in some quarters with great intensity.

56. See Michael Renov "Re-Thinking Documentary: Toward a Taxonomy of Mediation," Wide Angle, Vol.
-8, Nos. 3 and 4, 1986, 71-77.

57. For a detailed discussion of the psychosocial dynamic engaged through an idealization of the "other" in
documentary film practices,, see my "Imaging the Other:Representations of Vietham in Sixties Polotical
Documentary,” From Hanoi to Hollywood: The Vietnam War in American Film, Linda Dittmar and Gene
Michand, eds. (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1990), 255-268.

58. Roland Barthes, "Historical Discourse," Introduction to Structuralism, ed. Michael

Lane (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1970), 149, 154.

59. John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories

(Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 3-5.

60. Jacques Derrida, "The Law of Genre," Glyph 7 (Spring 1980), 204.

61. Tagg, The Burden of Representation, 13.
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62. Clifford Geertz, "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,"

The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 29.

63. My discussion of the analyze/interrogate modality would suggest that documentary interrogation
necessarily entails reflexivity. This is certainly not the case as any return to the historical roots of the
analytical impulse of documentary cinema will testify. Whether one considers the earliest Muybridge
experiments in animal locomotion, Vertov's belief in the perfectibility of the kino eye, or the interrogation of
visible action in Timothy Asch' s The Ax Fight which essays social-scientific explanation over simple
description, it is clear that the interrogation (here distinguished from the observation) of social reality via
camera and recorder has been one of the documentarist's chief concerns. My own preference is to focus
on instances of the analytical function which include an additional metacritical level of interrogation

insofar as they, in taking their own discursive operations as a crucial component of analysis, provide an
ideal model for study. This is not to suggest that the analytical impulse in documentary is excluded from all
but the most reflexive instances. Rather, it is my sense that the reflexive text constitutes a kind of limit case
or crisis of documentary analytics which can illustrate the functional grouping most vividly.

64. Quoted in Calvin Tomkins, "Look to the Things Around You," The New Yorker, 16

September 1974, 45. |
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