ESSAY QUESTIONS

FROM ALAIN RESNAIS TO MICHAEL MOORE:
PAUL ARTHUR GIVES A CRASH COURSE IN

NONFICTION CINEMA’S MOST RAPIDLY
EVOLVING GENRE.

C|:!ril}. Simplicity, Transparency! An
alternative credo for the French Revo-
lution? No, a partial list of traditional
documentary’s  first prirwiph*:@. Those
principles have gotten a solid thrashing
aof late as nonfiction lmmakers embell-
ish otherwise forthright accounts with
wiv-style cutting and graphics, revive
the forbidden practice of dramatic
recnactment, and—perhaps worst ol
all—allot ta [|!1t'ir1::.|:'|w-.-< the kind ol on-
sereen face-time usually reserved for
box-allice stars. Whether the director-
il turm 1s Nick BroomfGeld acting like
Sam Spade with a boom mike (Biggie &
Tupac), Agnes Varda posing as a ligure
in a famous painting (The Gleaners and
I}, or Michael Moore slogging his

massive  ego  through  henighted
backwaters (Bowling for Columbine),
an increasing number of documen-
larists are reflusing to play the vaunted
My-on-the-wall, The myth that “sctual-
ity” should not only dictate bul totally
subsume any subjective discourse or
overt aesthetic design—the longstanding
realist ideal of “styleless slyle™—is
being challenged with some success by
this recent onslaught of essay films.
Galvanized by the intersection of per-
sonal, subjective rumination and social
history, the essay has emerged as the
leading nonfiction furm for both intellec-
lual and artistic innovation. In conlrast
lo competing genres (the #as historieal
epie, the updated vérité portrait, the
tabloid spectacle), the essay offers a
range of politically charged visions
uniguely able to blend alstraer ideas
with conerete realities, the general cise
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erice, ‘The filmmakers onscreen pres-
ence—like similar gestures by New
Wave directors, an acknowledgment that
whal goes on in front of the camera bears
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bility behind it—i= not in itself an infal-
lible guide for tagging this notoriously
tricky form, but it reminds us that o qual-
iy shared Ty all [l essays is the
mserption of a blatant, self-scarching
authorial presence. Admittedly, some
prominent essavists—Hamn Farocki,
Harmut Bitomsky, Patrick Keillor—are
far Trom bousehold pames, Nonetheless,
its helpful to remember that the essay
has been around for 30 years—Jean
Rouch's fes Maitres fous (55), Alain
Resnaizs Night and Fog (35), and Chris
Markers Letter from Siberta (58) are cru-
cial milestones—and has been an ocea-
stonal source of inspiration lor the
likes of Welles, Codavd, Ruie, and
Herzog.

Starting as a trickle during the Six-
lies, the essay gathered speed through
the Seventies before bursting into a
recognizable intemational phenome-
non in the last 20 years, In truth, “rec-
ognizable™ is a bit misleading. since
definitions and  inclusionary  criteria
have been briskly contested when they
aren’t hopelessly capricious. For some,
the ambiguous eritical status of the
essay [ilm is refreshing—who needs
more constraining cinematic formulas
anvway? Yel as unholy alliances
Ftwerrn Detion aml nonliction con-
linue b mutale aeross the landscape of
television and publishing, its impor-
Lant o prevent doeumentans bracingly
heterngeneous field from being col-
lapsed oo an  ahistorical  lump,
wherein cors and Suwrvivor carry the
same cultural meaning as. il mather
more eeonomic eloul than, say, Freder-
ick Wiseman's Domestie Violenee, Dis-
tinctions between Wisemans work and
the way essays such as Bowling for
Columbine Tunction are, predictably,
more nuanced but just as essential,

Mind over Matter
A- :-1"][--r'=rll.-:"luu:=.|]. liniinal cilegory,
whiit makes a film “essayistic™? Every-
one recognizes a literarny essay when
they see one: applying the formal attrib-
utes of writing Lo cinema is another mat-
ter. Among other differences, since lm
operates  simullaneously on multiple
iseursive levels—image, speech, titles,
music—the literary essay’s single detir-
mining voiee is dispersed into cinema’s
multi-channel stew. The manifestation
or lovation ol a [lo authors “voiee™ can
shilt from moment to moment or saface

expressively via montage, camern move-
ment, and so on. Given nonfiction’s
long-standing reticence aboul asserting
personal “opinions™ or other markers of
subjectivily, it's nol surprising thal lew
tocumentarists actively embrace the
label, while still fewer adopt the essay
as their sole domain. On the other hand,
variogs [ilms conventionally classilied
as ethnographies or portrails—starting
with Les Maftres fons and eontinuing
through Herzog's poignant Land af
Stlence and Darkness (72) o Teinh T
Minh-ha's Reassemblage (B2)—are hest
understond in their family resemblances
to other essavs. Leaving aside excep-
tions like Markers three-hour A Grin
Withowt a Cat (T7/93), mosl essavs are
stb-feature-length, some as short as 15
minutes, making both distribution and
critical evaluation a persistent struggle.

Consequently, the smattering of previ-
ous attempis lo defline or historcize the
essay’s parameters—in  particular by
Michael Renov and Philip Lopate—are
inconclusive and tend o diverge on
issues such as the neeessity of spoken
narralion ur irony versus sincerily,

As with other elusive genres, enu-
meraling what it is net can be a useful
Jumiping-oll point, For slurters, essays
are ol constructed around public per-
suttidlilies or the rehearsal of discrete
everls, Norodo they narate the past
from a neutral porspective Tollowing
strict clwonology, the domain of elassi-
val documentanies or contemporary
spinofls by Ken Burns and company.
Instead, essavs lend o blend several
clashing time frames thal layver what
we think of as literary “tenses.”™ The
impression of lormal admixture s
olten extended by bomowing idioms
from vérité, poetic, or social-prolilem
does. A= with Iit:'l'ju‘:. essdys, cssay
Ei]!!‘l'\ “]ll} hl‘g L | el W s "I wrale
siyles, tones, or modes ol address, In

doing so, they [raclure epistemologi-
cal unities of tme and place assoei-
ated with documentary practices from
Juhin Grierson and Thirties New Deal
tracts through Sixties vérité. The
hinding aspect of personal commen-
tary is typically constituted by
voiceover narration  enhanced by
musical selections, editorial as well as
[actual intertitles, and is often rein-
foreed by compositional  deviees,
When spoken narration is either sub-
dued or absent, other races of author-
ial presence may replace direct
speech; Guy Debords Society of the
Spectacle (73) is  puncluated by
lengthy intertitles. On the other hand,
a number of Farockis films eschew
foregrounded narration altogether.

Is tempting to cite the deployment
of found footage and collage as endemic
to the essay, given the multitude of films
that rely on juxtapositions of archival
images and presenl-tense commentary.
However, il essays are not invanably
heterogeneous in malerials, their sep-
mental and sound-image relationships
tend to entail collision or dialectical
critique. The emphasis is on converging
angles of inquiry rather than historicsl
nostalgia or pastiche. It follows that
essays are infused with found footage
vel resist the urge to Qavunt or [etishize
images from the pusl. Conventional
political does like Union Maids (T6) or
The Atomic Cafe (82) celebrate the exis-
tence of vintage footage while essays
prefer to gnaw al the truth value, cul-
tural contexts, or interprelative possi-
bilities of extant images.

This raises the crucial question of
“authority,” how nonfiction film signals
its fidelity to. or unimpeachable view
of, an identifiable realitv. In this sense,
the portrait, serial interview, eily sym-
phony, travelogue, and other species
behave more or less alike in their insis-
tenee on conlinuity, mastery, and clo-
sure, Essays typically pile up a senies
ol stylistically diverse fragments—
“discursivity” 1 the original wedan-
ing—whose individual codes seem
familiar, yet when bunched together
subvert  documentary’s  privileged,
transparent aura of control, That s,
essays confound the perception of
untroubled authority or comprehensive
knowledge thal a singular mode ol
address projects onto a topic, Which
does not imply that the brunt of argu-
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menl in essay films is inevitably con-
[used—although it may be—huot ha
e thetorieal Tonus i at onee divecied
outward 1o conerete Tncts and inwared 1o
i realm ol mercural refllection, Argu-
miesnd st |:1'|1r'1-r*l] Frenn ane |l-r"l'.~inll'.\-
el of assumplions, o particolar frame-
work rather than
fram a transparent collective " We”
keeping in mind their relusal of o
privilesed, universal stinee, 15 no

b conscsess,

surprise that the majorily ol essays
sl themnselves as oppositional, ioter-
rogating receivin] wisdom or status guo

idealogies from left perspectives, Fur-

Intraduction ;
to a/ Cinematog
i

ther, a significant mumber of women
(Agnds Varla, Yvonne Rainer, Jill
Cowlmilow, Ngoet Onwurah} and arlists
ol color (Mardon Riges, Patnicio Guez-
man. John Akomfrab, Raoul Peck)
haye {l:hrp!:'1| the CESEY NS M insiri-
menl of creative .-'It'lj;_'_gil:. Nonetheless,
there is no a priori reason why essays
accommalale raedical
views, the coase perhops in Herog's
fessony of Dherkness (92).

In his Dictivnary of 1755, Samuel
Johnson construed the written essay as
“a loose sally ol the mind; an irregular

LAl less

indigested  pieee: not a regular and
orderly compoesition.”  Although his
definition might tuke some serious lak
from lans of Theodor Adorno or Walter
Renjamin. Juhnson does point toa eon-
ple of salient conundrums. Fssavs ure

distinelly  process-oriented; they  wre
rhetorteal joumeyv< o which aeither un

idi

exact route nor linal destination are
completely spelled out. OF course, doe-
umentaries in general frequently dis-
vover themes amd structures alier the
fact. as a resull of culling accumulaled
footage in the editing room. The essay,
however, assumes thal what il 1ells us
and the order in which it is communi-
cated could have taken an entinely dil-
ferent roule, that il is one of several
possibile versions of the same concept,
It delights in quirky aves of logic, sud-
den digressions, unexpected epipha-
mies, pauses [or self-reflection. In the
finest examples, that which remoins
“ieligested” or w
least not totally con-
sumed, are its con-
ditions of cinematic
erugciation:  how
mieaning is crealed,
by whom, under
what social or his-
lorical cireum-
stanees, To be sure,
nol all essays are
directly  reflexive;
nonetheless, o for-
midable caclre mng-
ing from Godand
aml  Jean-Pierre
Gorins  Letter o
June {72) 10 Bi-
tomsky's  H-52
(l actively
ilrrfl'“‘ ar, ltlll"‘1'||.£1-
tively, allegorize
Ill!' mmanner ]“
which filin’s capacities and lindlations
infleet  the lactual
ejuiries,

The conjunction of language and
image, fundamentul o Glm grammar, is
a key ingredienl of the essay il In
some sense ull great essavs are aboul
complex relationships between words
and  pictures, the mechanisms by
which speech can annotate, under-
mine, or otherwise change the signifi-
cation of what we see—and viee versa,
For instance, spoken commentary
matched 10 a piece of found foolage
splits our perceplion of time, superim-
posing pasl and present o emphasize
historical gaps or tonal clashes inher-
enl in the visual-linguistic intedace,
When we hear someone reminiscing
file
loofage. we are encouraged o igoore,
in the name of seamless narration, pos-
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over  supposedly  illusirative

sihle  discrepancies  between  a
speaker's account and accompanying
visual evidenee, Essays tend Lo exploil
rather than smooth over such contra-
dictinns, Tension also suraces hecanse
images are commonly perceived as
products of a third-person, “objective”
observer, while speech contains a fiest-
person subjective undertow, The poim
is Lhut EEAHVE hieled Hp {or seruling ire-
cisely those conventions that other
documentary genres suppress amd, in
that serse, el meta-eritical specula-
Hon on nonfiction cinema’s blind spots.

Roots and Branches
Jean Cayrol's celebrated namation for
Night and Fag, probably the only essay
enshrined in the cinemalic canon, more
than justifies the Glm's reputation as the
cusay [orm’s locus elassiens. Crilics have
noled that Cayrol’s seript, in coneert with
Hamms Eislers dissonant score, instills
an uncunny emolional intensity by yok-
ing gruesome death-camp imagery with
lyrical speech. Lulling the viewer with a
nuts-and-bolts review of the develop-
menl and operation of Na#i camps,
Resnuis then shifis pears—allernating
archival images with presenl-tense
tracking shols ol Auschwitz—acceleral-
ing a recognition of the absurdity of any
artwork trying to “sam up” the Holo-
caust, Statements such as “There is no
use even deseribing what went on here”
and “There’s nothing left o way™ limn
the: [ailure of language and tmage 1o offer
a fully intelligible portrayal of evenis.
Lurking behind this failure is the sug-
gestion that Resnais’s method implicates
himselll and, by extension, the medivm
in the horrors he documents. A portion
of the Tootage was shot by 58 officers and
Nuogi funclionaries as an adjunct w bru-
tal procedures of classification and
dehumanization, Thus, the collecting of
images exisls alongside piles of eve-
glusses, hair, silverware, and, [finally,
corpses as by-products of the manufie-
ture of death, In a sense that s what the
phetographic process does: tum living
entities into ohjects. Night and Fog s
haunted by the pessibility that Resnuis
and anonymous Naxi cameramen partic-
ipate in kindred practices, albeit with
antithetical goals. Hesnaiss achieve-
menl is to steer clear of polemic or arro-
sunt sell-reference while forging a link
between two historieal moments in order
1o expsosee, Lo remember, scaltered races



ol a photographic legacy that official
Furopean culture was al pains to ignore,
Against-the-grain  parration  haid
been around since Bufiuel's Land With-
ot Bread (31); Resonais himsell uti-
lizedd the technique previously in Tou
la mémoire du monde (55). Leaving
aside Cayrol’s innovative contribution,
Night and Fog stands as a pivotal
essay on several grounds: the disturb-
ing mixture of blunt camp footuge and
elegiae landscape shots; the theme of
historical memory; the relation of pub-
lie: memory o movie images. Twisting
Adomae’s well-known admonition that
alter Auschwitz the writing of poetry
should be impossible, it is only after
the: Holocaust—our era’s litmus test for
the role of individual testimony in col-
trauma—that  essay  films
aceuired o distinel aesthetic outline
and moral purpose. War and remem-
birance—more broadly, the sullering of
vivilians under hrutal dictatorships—
waottlil become an important touchstone
in the development of the essay, treated
with refllexive urgency in Farocki’s
Tmages of the World and the fnscription
of War (B8), addressed as o gl:u'mlilii:a|
lever in Paul Yules After Ausehuwirz:
The Battle for the Holocaust (01),
hailed as media event in Marcel
Ophiils’s The Troubles Fve Seen (95),
and [reighted with bitter personal irony
in Guzman’s Chile, Obstinate Memaory
(971 In each case, as in Godard’s mag-
nificent Histoire(s) du cindma (89-96),
higtorical comprehension is mired in
contrudictions around the mediation of
vatastrophe by moving images.

It is hardly eoincidental that the Glm
cutltires most responsible for nurturing
the essay are France and Germany.
With Fasshinder as a prominent excep-
Lo, it i oot Tar-fetehed to claim that
postwir German cinema was shaped by
constant dialogue with the prerogatives
ul essay films. Along with Herzog,
Faroeki, and Bitomsky, discursive ten-
dencies in Alexander Kluge and Hans-
Jiirgen Syberberg had an impact on the
evolution of the [urm. Directors cele-
brated for their fictional outpul pro-
dued essavs ([ Wim
Wenders's Notebook on Citees and
Clothes, 91) and strange hybrids mate-
rialized from obseure precinets (Helmut
Costards A Ligfe Codard, 78). On the
fringes of an already iconoclastic group,
Jean-Marie Steaubs and Daniile Hul-

lective

occasional

let’s Introduction to Arnold Schoenberg’s
Accompaniment to a Ginematographic
Seene’ (72) confirms a peculiardy Ger-
manic laste for blending cultural poli-
ties with formal rigor. Taking advantage
of a4 Tv eontract 1o make a standard
artists bio, StraubfHuillet transform
Schoenbergs 1930 musical eompesi-
tion for an unproduced fGlm into a
ilialectical argument on artistic respon-
sibulity and eapitalist barbarism. At one
level, they supply visual and spoken
“gecompaniment” o the music by con-
textualizing il within personal reactions
lo the trivmph of fascism. A scathing
letter from Sehoenberg 1o Kandinsky is
resael, rejecting the painter's invitation to
join the Bauhwus in order 10 avoid
increasing persecution of Jews. Sehoen-

Essays hold up for
scrutiny precisely
those conventions
that other docu-
mentary genres
suppress and, in
that sense, fuel
meta-critical
speculation on
nonfiction c¢in-
ema’s blind spots.

berg’s humamst diatribe i3 then coun-
tered with a matenalist texi by Brechi
ilissecting the role of capitalism in sup-
port of laseist aggression, Spurning the
temptation to leave the argument salily
cortfined o the past, the Hlo abruptly
euts to library fostage of o hombing mis-
sion in Southeast Asin. At the very end,
shots of o recenl newspaper article
reveal the acquittal of Nuxi architects
triet] for complicity in mass murder.

In the course of a densely austere
16 minutes, Introduction covers an
amzing amount of lerritory, StraulyHuil-
let aflitm a modernist heritage of
social consciousness epitomized by
two preeminent artists who, like
themselves, wenl into mluntury
exile, anil whose relusal 1o insulate
creative activity  Trom political con-
verns implicitly models a directive for
artists during the Vietnam War, Bolder
than the handful of Amencan antiwar
eszays—Nick Macdonald’s The Liberal

War (72) and Jon Jost’s Speaking
Directly (7T4) among them—{ntrodue-
tion oflers a critically unsung instanee
ol a biting essayistic voice cobbled
tngether entirely by quotation.

Like any cultural practice, the essay
film was alfected by a combination of
internal and extra-cinematic factors,
By the Seventies, mbust currents in
Anglo-Furopean  intellectual  thought
provided a kind of theoretical cover for
the intersection of [irst-person  dis-
course and the analysis of social ills,
New models lor researching and wril-
ing history, from Michel Foucaults
archaeology 1o the material focus on
everyday life by the Annales school of
historiography writers, burnished the
idea of re-creating a “usable past™ for
groups traditionally excluded as histor-
ical subjects. Meanwhile, post-struce-
turalist philosophy was busy dis-
mantling idealized notions of the indi-
vidual ego, along with the romantic colt
of authorship, while [eminism aml
minorily initiatives pounded away al
traditional bastions of white male priv-
ilege. In this light, Godurds Sec fois
denx (70), Martha Roslers Vitel Siatis-
ties of e Citizen (T7), Gorins Poto aned
Cabengo (81), along with Marker's Sans
soleil (B4) examine provesses by which
language  creates—and
social identities, Tenets such as the
personal as political, quotation as anti-
dote to the fetishization of oniginality,
or the frugment as ineluctable siate of
human consciousness and expression
served to validale diverse impulses
floating around the still-amorphous
essay [ormal.

One result of the haphazand assimi-
lation of eritical theory was u renewal
of irony and even humor as tacties in
documentary  rhetorie.  An  early
instance of the essay’s growing insou-
ciance, Ruies Great Fvents and Ordi-
nary People (T8) lukes as ils nominal
theme political attitudes in a Paris
neighborhood on the eve of an elece-
Lion—interweaving fake news browd-
casts, an intrusive narration that keeps
subwerling its own prolessed goals, and
man-in-the-sireel interviews repeated
with ballling variations, Linvhing inlo
sarcastic langents, il mocks vérité
praclices—with potshots at Marker's
le Joli mai (63}—as it Dips ulopian
ideas about citizenship upside down,
The philosophical position that every-

deflorms—




thing we know of the world is already
secondhand, derived from  shopworn
ideological nostrums, creates palpable
apenings for the essavs characteristiv
gesture of anti-authoritarian recoding,

A recent beneliciary of the salincal
approach o essav-making is American

|
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Bowling for Columbine
avant-gardist Craig Baldwin, His Tribu-
fation 949 (91), an hvsterical history of
postwar US.-Latin American relations
conveyed through a thick collage of B-
maovie clips and mock-serious narma-
tion, is a lesson in the perils, and
potential rewards, of movie classifica-
tion. Paralleling the intensification of
doeumentary agenidas during the late
Sixties, the typically introverted profile
of avant-garde filmmaking began 1o
acquire o political edge, led by the
influential work of Yvonne Rainer and a
vaunger genetation including Leslie
Thormton, Su Friedich, and Ken kob-
land, Each has produced Glms that
share recognizable [eatures with the
nonfieton essav, Indeed. as the paring
of Ruiz and Baldwin implies, one way
o think about the essay film s as o
|||m~li1lg ;:lm:rul for ||!tlt'illt1t'r1|F!I'_'h
avarl-garde, and ar film impulses.

Now Voyagers
The dramatic increase in essay pro-
duction sinee the t'm'i}' Ninelies has
introduced a host of exciting new film-
makers. hristling with fresh ideas anid
olten enseonced in unfamiloe locales,
The evils of rampant consumerism aml
its parinership with mass media are
expased in Sul Jhallyvs Decamwarfds
(91) and Advertising and the End of the
Wardd (00), while Susan Stern’s Harlie
Nation (U ricochets between critigque
of gender stereolypes and addoriration
for a pioneering businesswoman. [n a
stmilar vein. the dire consequences of
voeonomic globalization are portrayed

0

in Stephamie Blacks Life and Debt
(). Rustin Tl'lU]IIFl“"lf!'- A Frames a
Secuned (00), and Raoul Peck’s stun-
ning Profit and Nothing But (O1),
There have been novel takes on the
seemingly  moribund  travelogue—
Patrick Keillor's London (94) and
Rubinson in Space (971 —and scintil-
lating investigations of race, ineluding
Marlon  Riggss posthumously  eom-
pleted Block fs, Black Ain't {95).

Easily the most aceomplished cor-
renl essavisl, and pessibly the best
unberalded contemporary Glmmaker, 1=
Crech=born, Germuany-based  Harun
Farocki. A lormer [lm eritic and per-
former in Stranb/Huillet’s Class Rela-
tions (83 he 13 a mavenck wmong
mavericks, placing a wiyly minimalist
stamp on the anatomy of class relations
under late capitalism. Across nearly 20
nonfiction gems, Farocki cultivates a
studiously deadpun formal repertoire—
long takes amd mechanical camera
movements—and a contral lascination
with simulated  experience and  com-
modity  letishism.  Imagine o teysl
between Andy Warhol and a Marist
Frederick Wiseman. Like the former,
Farwki makes us awwre of the process
ol image formation and the ritualized
hehavior of social actors. With Wiseman
he shures a knack lor lurking behined the
seenes to demystily seemingly ranspar-
ent institutional—or in Faroekis case,
corporste—prolocols. Burrowing into a
eoncealed nest ol often maddeningly
comic exchanges between objects anil
human antomata. he discovers an ntri-
cate drudgers whose pulilic face s
desire, beauty, and power.

Ll fmage (83) makes the shooting
ol a Plavhoy centerfuld as sexy as a
day spent {lipping burgers, In The
Appearance (90), a pompous advertis-
ing pitchiman delivers o 45-minute
cumpalgn prospeclios o an association
aof opticians that sounds like Immanuel
kant riffing on evewear aesthetics,
Hoe to Live in the German Federal
Repubdic (89 delivers a devastating
eritique ol a society bent on leeching
spontaneity and aceident from every
conceivable encounter, from mid-
wilery to confliet resolution to step-
ping. As in his other lilins, the enligue
of robotic—in Jean Baudrilland’s term,
“hyperreal™—social relations springs
not [rom subjective commentary but
froom the shrewd  arrangement  of

hlankly abserved seenes, Sull Life (97)
has a double axis anchored by theorist
kaja Silvermans voiceover disguiszi-
tion an 17th-century Duteh paintings.
Insights into the mystified stalus of
vepresented objects like frui or eloth-
ing are interspersed with live-aetion
shots of commercial plotographers
laboriously composing images  for
magazine ads. Of three sequences
involving heer. a platter of cheese, anl
an expensive wristwatch, the linicky
persistence of a Laurel and  Hardy
team of Frepchmen, handling their
lomps of fromage like erown jewels, is
a masterpieee of willy observation,

As a sort of postseripl to the celehra-
tion of vecent trends, a few words about
possible pitfalls 1o the essav approach
secm in order, Contrary to the parade ol
widkidy highlights offered thus far, the dis-
tenation “essay” is intended less a= an
hunarifie: than as a deseriplive (e, To
b sure. the creation of a felivitous bal-
unce  hetween personal musings  anmd
externul events i far [rom automalic; for
example. in Ross MeElwee's Time nelef-
trite [94) 0 necessarily uneasy dvnamic
is smathered by enengy-sapping solip-
sisimn. U the other hand. bilure o carve
ot enotgh space for contradiction amd
sell-questioning can resull in heatel
didacticism, a prolilem in Thom Ander-
sen and No#l Burch’s Red Hollywood
(%) The popular reception of Michael
Muoores Bouling for Colimdiing is cause
for both hope—that future documen-
taries might mumer a decent theatrical
reelease—anil dismay, Going bevond the
wntohiogrophical thrust of Roger & We
(89, Columbine satislies basic enterig
of the essay form. including a dis-
cemible subjeet and a segmental, dis-
eursive line of inguicry. As such. it is nol
the comic shtick, the thetorical division
between jerks and hipstems, or the self-
agerandizing trealmenl ol personal
tragedy that truly disturbs. Judged
solely as a well-publicized entry in a
heady climate of essavistic confronta-
tions with power. Moore’s film regret-
tably lucks the will to view ilsell as oot
just part of the solution but as par of
the problem. That is. it avoids the into-
ition ol its own complicity common 1o
exemplary works in the genre,

Paul Arthur writes frequently on doci-
menlury sulyects for several publica-
tions, inchieding Cineaste,



