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no. I), and ends, also with Guerín (Letter to Jonas Mekas no. 5). The film includes
nine film-letters between the two. The film is interesting, as it is not only a project
across time and space – it took three years to complete, and the
correspondences sent and received from numerous locations across the globe –
but is also that rarest of filmmaking, so close to diary film and first-person
cinema, yet with something different waiting to be discovered.In this paper I shall
discuss the following characteristics in the film correspondence between Guerín
and Mekas, in order to give a clearer picture of what exactly is a film-letter:1)
When is the (real) beginning of film-letters?2) The continuity and exchange of the
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deontological challenges encountered. It also questions the contribution that the
production of a research film can bring to the anthropological field. The
introduction of audiovisual data adds density and textures that cannot appear in
a text and gives the actors of the study an opportunity to develop a new
storytelling process that highlights their expertise. This is of particular interest in
the context of anthropological analysis, which is shaped, during fieldwork, by
mobilizing the ethnographic intuition and imagination of the researcher and
opens up an exchange between peers.
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AbsTrAcT
Despite�the�apparent�inadequacies�identified�by�Elizabeth�Bruss�and�others,�of
film�as�a�medium�for�autobiography,�first-person�film-making�has�had�a�long
history,�stretching�back�decades.�Its�current�growth�may�have�been�stimulated�by
the�increasing�availability�of�accessible�digital�recording�technologies,�but�film-
makers�have�been�attracted�to�it�for�over�half�a�century,�and�the�issues�it�raises
are�central�to�the�development�of�our�ideas�about�documentary.�This�article�argues
that�the�particular�circumstances�of�autobiographical�film-making,�the�confronta-
tions�it�engenders�between�the�film-makers’�selves�and�the�others�that�appear�in
their�films,�continually�raise�key�questions�about�the�(power)�relationship�between
film-maker�and�subject�in�an�always�overt�and�often�reflexive�fashion.�This�is
particularly�the�case�when�the�film-maker�self-shoots�–�is�both�the�‘seer�and�seen’,
observer�and�observed:�in�self-shot�autobiographical�work�these�key�questions
are�often�clearly�displayed�precisely�in�the�way�that�film-makers�make�use�of
their�cameras.
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Elizabeth�Bruss�wrote�that:�‘There�is�no�real�cinematic�equivalent�for�autobi-
ography�...’�(Bruss�1980:�296).�Her�view�was�that

in�autobiography,�the�logically�distinct�roles�of�author,�narrator�and�protag-
onist�are�conjoined,�with�the�same�individual�occupying�a�position�both�in
the�context,�the�associated�‘scene�of�writing’,�and�within�the�text�itself.

(1980:�300)

This�lack�of�‘conjoinment’�is�particularly�evident�in�documentary�films�in�which
the�autobiographer�appears�in�front�of�the�camera,�at�that�point�probably�dele-
gating�some�of�the�functions�of�authorship�(framing�or�camera�position�for
instance)�to�the�camera�operator.�Because�film-making�involves,�Bruss�says,�‘a
disparate�group�of�distinct�roles�and�separate�stages�of�production’,�this�under-
mines�the�‘unquestionable�integrity�of�the�speaking�subject’�(1980:�304)�that
she�holds�to�be�an�essential�component�of�autobiographical�authorship.

There�are�two�(very�different)�ways�in�which�I�am�interested�in�challeng-
ing�her�assertion�here.�First,�whilst�her�characterization�of�film-making�as
necessarily�involving�a�wide�range�of�distinct�authorial�agents�is�true�for�the
more�mainstream�and�industrial�forms�of�film-making,�it�has�never�held�for
the�more�avant-garde�practices,�and�has�also�been�increasingly�undermined,
across�all�forms,�by�developments�in�video�and�digital�technology�(in�partic-
ular�camcorders,�mobiles,�webcams�and�desk-top�editing),�which�allow�for
individual�authorship�in�hitherto�impossible�ways.

Second,�her�requirement�that�the�autobiographical�speaking�subject�has�an
‘unquestionable�integrity’�(which�is�undermined�by�the�range�of�authorial�agents
often�involved�in�film-making),�now�seems�an�undesirable�goal,�given�that�we�are
so�aware�of�the�inevitably�fragmented�and�relational�nature�of�the�self.�Indeed,
this�awareness�means�that�film�is�a�particularly�useful�medium�for�contemporary
forms�of�autobiography:�‘film�may�enable�autobiographers�to�represent�subjec-
tivity�not�as�singular�and�solipsistic�but�as�multiple�and�as�revealed�in�relation-
ship’�(Egan�1994:�593).�So�the�multiple�perspectives�(of�cameraperson,�editor
and�subject/protagonist�for�instance)�that�many�film-making�practices�entail
may�make�film/video�appropriate�media�for�the�representation�of�contemporary
non-unified�selves.�Certainly�this�is�what�Catherine�Russell�believes�when�she
describes�how�the�‘three�“voices”�–�speaker,�seer�and�seen�–�are�what�generate
the�richness�and�diversity�of�autobiographical�filmmaking’�(1999:�277).

Bruss�thinks�that�autobiographical�films�have�‘a�tendency�[...]�to�fall�into
two�opposing�groups�–�those�that�stress�the�person�filmed�and�those�that�stress
the�person�filming�–�replicating�the�split�between�the�“all�perceived”�and�the
“all�perceiving”’�(1980:�309).�However�the�tensions�between�these�two�oppo-
sites�(or�between�the�three�‘voices’�Russell�identifies)�are�productive,�at�least
for�those�of�us�interested�in�critical�autobiographical�film-making.�Most�auto-
biographical�documentaries�exist�somewhere�in�the�middle�ground�between
these�two�groups,�and�so�tend�to�subvert�both�the�omniscient�surveillance�of
the�‘other’�implicit�in�her�phrase�the�‘all�perceived’,�and�the�sovereign�subjec-
tivity�conveyed�by�the�phrase�‘all�perceiving’.�Bruss�herself�acknowledges�the
possibilities�for�self-fragmentation�film�offers�when�she�complains�that

The�unity�of�subjectivity�and�subject�matter�–�the�implied�identity�of
author,�narrator�and�protagonist�on�which�classical�autobiography
depends�–�seems�to�be�shattered�by�film;�the�autobiographical�self
de-composes,�schisms,�into�almost�mutually�exclusive�elements�of�the
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person�filmed�(entirely�visible,�recorded�and�projected)�and�the�person
filming�(entirely�hidden,�behind�the�camera�eye).

(1980:�297)

Of�course,�the�apparently�exclusive�categories�of�‘person�filmed’�and�‘person
filming’�have�been�brought�together�(potentially,�and,�in�the�video�diary�form,
actually)�by�recently�available�digital�technologies.�But�the�practice�of�autobio-
graphical�film�goes�back�further�than�this�recent�history.�As�P.�Adams�Sitney’s
writing�makes�clear�(1978:�199–246),�film-makers�such�as�Jerome�Hill,�Stan
Brakhage�and�Jonas�Mekas�were�working�autobiographically�well�before�Bruss
declared�that�autobiography�had�no�cinematic�equivalent.�Indeed,�the�possibil-
ity�of�autobiographical�expression�in�film,�where�‘roles�of�author,�narrator�and
protagonist�are�conjoined’�(Bruss�1980:�300),�was�inherent�in�Alexandre�Astruc’s
concept�of�‘La�Caméra-Stylo’,�elaborated�in�an�essay�written�in�1948�(1968),
which�overtly�stresses�the�similarities�between�cinematic�and�literary�authorship.
Joram�Ten�Brink�shows�how�the�reflexivity�in�Rouch’s� Chronique�d’un�été� was�a
‘direct�consequence�of�the�“Caméra-Stylo”,�and�how�for�Rouch�and�Morin�(the
authors�of�the�film)�their�“self”,�either�visible�or�obscured,�is�often�a�reference
point,�and�inseparable�from�the�“text”�of�the�film’�(2007:�241).

The�challenges�of�autobiographical�film-making�outlined�by�Bruss�were
also�taken�up�on�the�other�side�of�the�Atlantic.�Michael�Renov’s�writing�has
traced�the�development�of�the�autobiographical�voice�in�documentary�over
the�last�two�decades.�He�cites�the�work�of�Mekas,�Lynn�Hershmann�and�Ilene
Segalove�in�the�1980s�as�inaugurating�a�‘new�autobiography�in�film�and�video’
(2004:�104–19),�part�of:

the�recent�outpouring�of�work�by�independent�film�and�video�artists�who
evidence�an�attachment�both�to�the�documentary� and� to�the�complex
representation�of�their�own�subjectivity.

(2004:�109,�original�emphasis)

Jim�Lane’s�book� The�Autobiographical�Documentary�in�America� (2002)�concen-
trates�more�on�work�by�film-makers�(like�Ross�McElwee�and�Ed�Pincus)�who
emerged�from�the�Direct�Cinema�movement.�The�hand-held,�observational
style�of�Direct�Cinema,�with�its�long�takes�and�suspicion�of�conventional�editing,
was�in�many�ways�suited�to�autobiography,�as�David�MacDougall�suggests�in�a
comment�on�the�embodied�nature�of�observational�camerawork:�‘In�place�of�a
camera�that�resembled�an�omniscient,�floating�eye�[...]�there�was�to�be�a�camera
clearly�tied�to�the�person�of�an�individual�filmmaker’�(MacDougall�1998:�86).
A�camera�clearly�tied�to�a�person�offers�a�kind�of�subjective�‘claim�on�the�real’,
which�connects�these�film-makers�to�their�roots�in�Direct�Cinema.�They�shared
a�belief�in�actuality,�in�the�‘referential’�function�of�film,�which�distinguished
them�from�the�avant-garde.�At�the�same�time�Lane�points�out�how

By�repositioning�the�filmmaker�at�the�foreground�of�the�film,�the�new
autobiographical�documentary�disrupted�the�detached,�objective�ideal
of�direct�cinema,�which�excluded�the�presence�of�the�filmmaker�and�the
cinematic�apparatus.

(2002:�12)

On�this�side�of�the�Atlantic�this�move�from�observational�to�autobiographical
documentary�has�been�mirrored�most�clearly�in�the�career�of�Nick�Broomfield,
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initially�trained�in�observational�documentary�at�the�National�Film�School.
Despite�the�‘autobiographical’�presence�Broomfield�has�cultivated�in�his�more
recent�films,�he�is�not�an�autobiographical�documentary�maker,�but,�as�Stella
Bruzzi�convincingly�demonstrates,�someone�who�uses�his�‘alter�ego�of�the
friendly�man�with�a�boom’�(2006:�109)�as�a�particular�film-making�strategy:�so
‘Nick�Broomfield� ≠ “Nick�Broomfield”’�(2006:�208).�He�made�this�distinction
very�clear�himself�when�he�made�a�series�of�television�advertisements�–
starring�‘Nick�Broomfield’�–�in�1999�for�Volkswagen.�He�appears�–�almost
parodying�his�persona�–�as�the�familiar�friendly,�but�slightly�bumbling�man
with�the�boom�and�headphones,�testing�out�the�cars’�safety�features.

So�‘Nick�Broomfield’�is�a�partly�fictionalized�character�that�Broomfield
mobilizes�for�narrative�purposes�in�his�films.�This�is�perhaps�made�most�clear
when�the�device�breaks�down�(and�the�films�become�more�‘authentically
autobiographical’),�as�in�the�sequence�in�which�an�obviously�impassioned
‘Broomfield’/Broomfield�storms�the�ACLU�stage�to�confront�Courtney�Love
in� Kurt�and�Courtney� (Broomfield�1998),�or�in�the�final�interview�sequence
with�Aileen�Wournos�in� Aileen:�The�Life�and�Death�of�a�Serial�Killer� (Broomfield
2003),�just�before�her�execution.�In�her�discussion�of�this�sequence�Bruzzi
describes�this�film�as�among�his�‘least�showy’�and�‘most�sincere’�works�since
he�began�involving�himself�as�author�on�screen�(2006:�217).

Broomfield’s�work�also�developed�out�of�the�Direct�Cinema�tradition�whose
original�ambition�was�to�convey�on�film�the�truth�of�‘being�there’,�of�unmedi-
ated�presence.�What�became�clear�to�Broomfield�and�many�others,�was�that�the
truth�(and�the�drama)�of�‘being�there’�inevitably�involved�their�own�(the�film-
maker’s)�presence,�and�to�deny�it�was�both�dishonest,�and�missed�much�of�the
actual�drama�of�the�documentary-making�process.�As�Jon�Dovey�puts�it:

More�than�any�other�film-maker�Broomfield’s�work�represents�the
documentary�tradition�confronting�and�taking�on�the�epistemological
challenges�of�contemporary�culture�and�incorporating�them�into�a�struc-
ture�which�relies�crucially�on�the�foregrounding�of�subjectivity�in�order
to�be�able�to�make�sense.

(2000:�33)

However,�despite�this�foregrounded�subjectivity,�Broomfield�and�other�film-
makers�like�Michael�Moore�who�work�in�the�same�vein,�remain�quite�hidden.
We�‘know�nothing�of�their�private�selves�–�only�their�narrative�personae’
(Dovey�2000:�40).

There�is�however�a�growing�body�of�documentary�film�work�by�male
film-makers�that�pushes�the�first�person�mode�much�further�towards
the�confessional.�[...]�Ross�McElwee�is�widely�regarded�as�one�of�the
leading�film-makers�in�this�territory.

(Dovey�2000:�40–41)

McElwee,�like�Broomfield,�started�working�within�the�Direct�Cinema�tradition,
before�becoming�more�directly�autobiographical:�‘I�began�making�autobio-
graphical�films�because�I�felt�that�I�just�didn’t�have�whatever�it�took�to�maintain
that�artifice�of�being�the�invisible�person�from�behind�the�camera’.1�His�first
film�in�this�mode�– � Sherman’s�March� (McElwee1986)�–�dramatizes�the�transi-
tion.�It�begins�–�ostensibly�–�as�an�historical�film�about�General�Sherman’s
march�to�the�sea�in�1864,�but�is�quickly�side-tracked�into�an�exploration�of

1.� Interview�with�Doug
Block,�The�Ross
McElwee�Collection
DVD,�First�Run�Features
2006.
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McElwee’s�tortuous�love�life.�McElwee�has�pursued�this�technique�in�his�films
in�the�twenty�years�since� Sherman’s�March� –�always�positioning�himself�auto-
biographically�and�personally�within�the�social�themes�and�issues�that�his
films�also�explore.�So� Six�O’Clock�News� (McElwee1996)�is�about�his�feelings�as
a�first�time�parent�concerned�for�his�new�baby,�counterpointed�with�a�nervous
critique�of�sensationalist�news�coverage�of�murders�and�natural�disasters�(as
he�put�it:�‘seeing�the�world�through�the�lens�of�fatherhood�for�the�first�time’2),
and�the�more�recent� Bright�Leaves� (McElwee�2003)�tells�the�story�of�his�fami-
ly’s�involvement�in�the�tobacco�trade�interspersed�with�more�personal�reflec-
tions�(a�meditation�on�legacy�and�heritage�[...]�and�what�legacy�means’3).�He
approaches�the�social�world�and�conventional�documentary�themes�by�film-
ing,�and�filtering�them�through,�his�personal,�autobiographical�experience,�as
he�put�it�himself�in�an�interview:

[...]�melding�the�two�–�the�objective�data�of�the�world�with�a�very
subjective,�very�interior�consciousness,�as�expressed�through�voice-over
and�on-camera�appearances.

(Lucia�1994:�32)

As�we�have�seen,�the�work�of�McElwee�and�Broomfield,�in�their�self-referen-
tial�use�of�themselves�on-screen�(their�refusal�to�be�‘the�invisible�person�from
behind�the�camera’),�represents�a�radical�shift�from�the�conventions�of�Direct
Cinema.�Renov�has�pointed�out�how:

During�the�direct�cinema�period�self-reference�was�shunned.�But�far
from�a�sign�of�self-effacement,�this�was�the�symptomatic�silence�of
the�empowered�who�sought�no�forum�for�self-justification�or�display.
And�why�should�they�need�one?�These�white�male�professionals�had
assumed�the�mantle�of�filmic�representation�with�the�ease�and�self-
assurance�of�a�birthright.

(2004:�94)

McElwee’s� and� Broomfield’s� breaking� the� ‘silence� of� the� empowered’
can�therefore�be�seen�as�an�abandonment�on�their�part�of�the�authority�of
anonymity,�as�well�as�a�declaration�of�‘honesty’.�However,�the�new�‘white
male�professionals’�who�embrace�self-reference�–�Michael�Moore�and�Morgan
Spurlock�as�well�as�Broomfield�and�McElwee�–�have�themselves�been�critiqued
for�the�way�they�use�a�clearly�signed�lack�of�self-assurance�in�their�films.�All
four�of�them�in�different�ways�mobilize�what�Dovey�has�characterized�as�the
‘Klutz�persona’�–�whose�pratfalls�on-screen�mask�their�authorial�mastery�and
skills�–�‘a�failure�who�makes�mistakes�and�denies�any�mastery�of�the�commu-
nicative�process’�(2000:�27).

Paul�Arthur�(1993)�has�posited�what�he�calls�a�‘documentary�“aesthetics�of
failure”’�to�explore�the�‘klutz’�phenomenon.�He�traces�how�–�from�the�1930s
through�the�Direct�Cinema�period�to�now�–�documentary�has�sought�to�guar-
antee�its�authenticity�by�‘repudiating�the�methods�of�earlier�periods�from�the
same�perspective�of�realist�epistemology’�which�he�defines�as�‘the�absolute
desire�to�discover�a�truth�untainted�by�institutional�forms�of�rhetoric’.

Arthur�goes�on�to�assert�that

Each�new�contender�(in�the�search�for�untainted�truth)�will�generate
recognizable,�perhaps�even�self-conscious,�figures,�through�which�to

2.� Interview�with�Doug
Block,�The�Ross
McElwee�Collection
DVD,�First�Run�Features
2006.

3.� Interview�with�Doug
Block,�The�Ross
McElwee�Collection
DVD,�First�Run�Features
2006.
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signify�the�spontaneous,�the�anti-conventional,�the�refusal�of�mediating
process.

(1993:�109)

In�the�current�period�(since�the�1990s)�that�figure�is�the�klutz�–�the�only�kind
of�film-maker�whose�truth�claims,�by�virtue�of�his4�appearance�on-screen,�we
will�be�inclined�to�believe�in�our�sceptical,�postmodern�times.�Nowadays,�as
Arthur�goes�on�to�say,

it�is�required�that�filmmakers�peel�away�the�off-screen�cloak�of�anonym-
ity�and,�emerging�into�the�light,�make�light�of�their�power�and�dominion
[...]�But�a�willingness�to�actually�take�apart�and�examine�the�conven-
tions�by�which�authority�is�inscribed�–�as�opposed�to�making�sport�of
them�–�is�largely�absent.

(1993:�128)

So�the�klutz�is�a�confidence�trick,�the�latest�attempt�to�shore�up�documentary
film-makers’�authority�and�realist�truth�claims.�When�Broomfield�messes�up�his
interview�with�Terre�Blanche�in� The�Leader,�His�Driver�and�The�Driver’s�Wife
(Broomfield�1991)�or�Michael�Moore�fails�to�track�down�Roger�in� Roger�and
Me� (Moore�1989),�their�displays�of�being�out�of�control�merely�reassert�their
actual�control�over�their�material�–�giving�an�impression�of�its�authenticity�and
therefore�confirming�its�(and�their)�authority.�‘Out�of�control-ness’�becomes�a
rhetorical�device�that�signifies�authenticity,�as�well�as�modesty:�‘[...]�it�is�exactly
the�open�admission�of�[...]�patriarchal�mastery�in�disarray�–�which�performs�the
labour�of�signifying�authenticity�and�documentary�truth’�(Arthur�1993:�132).

The�master�may�be�in�disarray,�but�he�is�still�master.�Arthur’s�unhappi-
ness�about�these�film-makers’�lack�of�a�‘willingness�to�actually�take�apart�and
examine�the�conventions�by�which�authority�is�inscribed’�contains�an�implicit
plea�for�film-makers�to�adopt�techniques�that�are�more�genuinely�self-reflex-
ive,�that�problematize�rather�than�tacitly�reproduce�documentary�authenticity.

MacDougall’s�concept�of�‘deep’�reflexivity�is�useful�here.�He�believes�that
‘deep’�reflexivity�requires�us�to�read�the�position�of�the�author�in�the�very
construction�of�the�text’�(1998:�89).�So�for�MacDougall�as�a�film-maker�it�is�his
manifested�relationships�with�his�subjects�that�is�key:�‘If�I�am�self-reflexive,
that�self-reflexivity�must�be�about�the�relationship�between�us[...]’(1998:�91).
This�relationship,�properly�revealed,�enables�film-makers�to�‘take�apart�and
examine�the�conventions�by�which�authority�is�inscribed’�(Arthur�1993:�128).�I
think�this�examination�is�perhaps�most�obviously�present�in�self-filmed�auto-
biographical�work�–�for�instance�in�the�work�of�Ross�McElwee,�in�which�his
own�presence�as�camera-person/director�is�a�constant�theme�of�his�films.

In� Time�Indefinite� (McElwee�1994)�–�which�centres�on�his�relationship�with
his�family,�particularly�his�complex�feelings�about�his�father,�at�a�time�when�he
himself�is�contemplating�marriage�–�his�camera�runs�out�of�battery�power�just
as�he’s�announced�his�engagement�to�his�girlfriend�Marilyn,�in�a�large�group
of�relatives�that�have�gathered�for�a�family�birthday.�McElwee�cuts�to�some
camcorder�footage�shot�by�one�of�his�relatives,�and�suggests�in�voice-over�that
his�father�was�giving�out�a�‘force�field�that�plays�havoc�with�my�equipment’.
There�is�also�the�sequence�from� Six�O’Clock�News� (1996)�that�comes�around
half�an�hour�into�the�film.�The�basic�theme�–�as�I�have�already�mentioned,
McElwee’s�increasing�feelings�of�vulnerability�as�a�new�father�in�the�face�of�the
daily�horrors�and�disasters�he�witnesses�on�the�6�o’clock�news�–�has�already

4.� These�film-makers
seem�to�be�invariably
male,�and�the�films�are
consequently�highly
‘gender�inflected’
(Dovey�2000:�27).
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