THREE

THE ATTRIBUTES OF
ETHNOGRAPHIC FILM

In the first chapter, we discussed the general nature of film and of ethnog-
raphy and what we can expect of the two together. The second chapter was
a selective foray into the history of ethnographic film, focused on four film-
makers and designed to trace the development of various ideas that could
make film more ethnographic. In this chapter, we shall analyze in greater
detail the various attributes of film that affect its ethnographicness. This will
be a critical examination and a guide to understanding ethnographic films of
the past, and it will suggest standards for making ethnographic films in the
future, It is an attempt to systematize what has emerged after years of eth-
nographic filmmaking. Of course, there are those for whom films are purely
art, to be experienced and appreciated in darkened rooms, and there are
filmmakers for whom making films is an intuitive, aesthetic, emotional act
of creation. For them this book is bound to appear as the overintellectualiza-
tion of an essentially experiential enterprise. But it is basic to ethnography,
as well as the other social sciences, that we have a rational, explicit methodol-
ogy. And thus films that attempt to achieve ethnographicness must share this
quality of rational, explicit methodology.

The discussion in this chapter is ordered around several attributes that are
common to all films, however ethnographic they may be. Most of these ateri-
butes are really continua. And films can be located somewhere along the line
of variation, In some, there will be clear ethnographic choices for one value
over another. For others, the choices will be a matter of persenal inclination
or ethnographic strategy and will only determine the sort of ethnography that
the film presents. Taken together, the attributes allow one to make a profile
description of a film. [ still do not think that it is useful to try to define ethno-
graphic film or to say whether a particular film is or is not ethnographic. Bur
the use of the attribute profile will make quite explicit what is meant by eth-
nographicness in film and will allow us to appreciate— on the basis of a com-
plex but explicit set of criteria—the relationship of a film to ethnography.

ATTRIBUTES

I In the first edition of this book I was more inclined to use these attributes
b (0 judge films as being more or less ethnographic (but not to call some films
¢ non-ethnographic). With another thirty years of films to consider, it now
seems clear thar there are many ways to make films of ethnographic value.

‘This is an artempt to bring a nuanced appreciation of ethnographic film

E to the fore. We are conditioned by film reviews in the popular press to read a
p film title and immediately thereafter see the grade, be it four stars or several
b thumbs up or down. There are books claiming to rate, for example, “more
[ than 18,000 movies!” In my classes I try to get students to begin with an
f analysis of a film, but many papers or discussions still start off with “I really
- liked this ilm” or “This was a really bad film.” Of course, in real life, films
{ live or die by such immediate reactions. But the problem is that once having
. committed oneself in that way, it is difficult to think out the qualities of film
i that we shall now explore.

This chapter is divided into three parts, each a more systemic treacment

f of the attributes than the preceding part. Fitst we shall explore at some
i length the principles underlying each attribute. Then we shall make a suc-
b cinct definition of each attribute and diagram that attribute as an attribute
j  dimension with examples of specific films that illustrate the various points
E along this dimension. In the final part of the chapter, we shall examine the

attributes as a grid on which a profile of ethnographicness can be drawn for
any particular film.

THE ATTRIBUTES

Basic Technical Competence

‘One of the most unambiguous criteria for any film is simple technical cin-

ematographic competence: the images should be focused and exposed so as
to be visible; the sound, especially when it is in the language of the intended
audience, should be clear enough to be audible; and the editing should be
free of accidental mistakes and errors due to incompetence. Today, with
most film shot on videotape, such factors are no longer of great analytical
importance.

1. Appropriateness of Sound

Although one tends to think of film as a visual medium, in fact nearly all
ethnographic films have a sound track, as do all films shot in video, and the
relation of the aural to the visual is of great significance.
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TABLE 3.1 APPROPRIATENESS OF SOUND

Inappropriate (e.g., orchestral Natural, synchronous

music, heavy narration) Moderate narration sound

Nanook (1949) Dead Birds Post-1960s films
Dani Sweet Potatoes
Dani Houses

The appropriateness of sound may vary greatly from scene to scene within a film, The
extreme in inappropriateness was reached in the 1949 version of Nanook of the North,
which has both full orchestra and a wordy, redundant narration. Most films shot on film
or video since the late 1960s use natutal, synchrenocus sound.

When actual film was used, we had to distinguish synchrenous sound
from wild sound. Synchronous sound is the sound recorded at the same
time as the film was shot, with camera and tape recorder working in precise
synchrony, Wild sound is any other sound: it may be of the same sort of be-
havior ot plausible background noises, postsynchronized to the image to give
the illusion of true synchronous sound; it may be a read narration; it may be
mood music; it may be a mixture of several of these. When a video camera
is used for recording, synchronous sound is automatic. One would have to
seriously disable a video camera to avoid sync sound.

When the sound includes speech in an exotic language, other problems
arise that can be handled in various ways. Actually, much human use of
language is so repetitive and so redundant with other sorts of behavior
that speech can often be left untranslated and the audience loses very little
information,

This point is especially well illustrated by Nawi, a film by David and
Judith MacDougall about the Jie of Uganda. Through most of the film the
people are simply sitting around, doing minor tasks, and talking a lot about
very little. Bronislaw Malinowski coined the phrase “phatic communion”
for this: “flow of language, purposeless expressions of preference or aver-
sion, accounts of irrelevant happenings, comments on what is perfectly ob-
vious . . . a type of speech in which ties of union are created by the mere
exchange of words” (1923, 314—315). An occasional subtitle is enough to give
us a sense of what is being said. Nzwi was an early attempt to capture the or-
dinary low-energy action so characteristic of most people much of the time.
Today it is much more common to hear such chatter, but, interestingly,
audiences resent not having it all translated even when that would add liede
to the scenes.
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An Argument about a Marriage and The Feast, both about high-energy
events, use occasional subtitles in English so that the audience can follow the
gist of an argument, In 7he Nuer and in Rivers of Sand, there are interview
sequences in which, after someone makes a long statement in his own lan-
guage, it is transtated in the English narration. Direct dubbing of English,
as is often done in commercial films, has not been tried with ethnographic
films. None of these alternatives is totally satisfactory. One wants to savor
the experience of seeing and hearing someone expressing herself in her own
language, and one also wants to understand what is being said. But except
for the obvious perils of mistranslation, there are no major problems of mis-
leading distortion in synchronous sound.

The skillfully postsynchronized wild sound of pre-video films is quite 2
different marter. All the sound in Dead Birds is postsynchronized and covers
a wide range. For the most part, Michael Rockefeller, Gardner’s soundman,
tried to record wild sound to cover each shot that Gardner made. Then,
when Gardner came to edit his footage, he could use the most appropriate
passages from Rockefeller’s tapes. But when I filmed Dani house construc-
tion and horticulture two years later, [ did not attempt to record sound. (At
that time I was alone with the Dani and could not manage being soundman
in addition to anthropologist and cameraman.) When I came to edit Dani
Sweet Potatoes and Dani Houses, 1 decided not to go back to Rockefeller’s
tapes for appropriate wild sound because it simply wouldn't have been a close
enough fit.

Music. To me, music is inevitably a distraction except when it is the
sound of the events actually happening when the visuals wete shot or, like
the wild sound of the orchestra in Trance and Dance in Bali, when it is very
appropriate to the visuals. The most common sort of music in ethnographic
films is folk songs or instrumental music from the particular culture, but too
often it appears in quite inappropriate contexts. [t may seem somewhat harsh
to criticize such music, because it is undeniably pleasant, audiences enjoy it,
and it fills in those silences that cinema convention has declared to be abomi-
nable. But the main criterion for ethnographic films should not be the quan-
tity of information and impressions and sensory enjoyment they can convey
but rather the successful conveyance of information. The primary criterion
for a sound track should be that it reinforces the visuals by providing very
complementary information or that it at least is neutrally silent and does not
work in opposition to the visuals by introducing vastly new information.

But I must acknowledge that recently my students disagree with this
strong stand. Many of them are used to a constant musical background,
even while studying, so any music on film is welcome and not distracting,
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2. Narration

Narration consists of explanatory sentences read along with the visuals. It is
almost impossible to have a narration that does not detract and distract from
the visuals. Most ethnographic films show us totally exotic scenes: strange
people wearing strange clothing doing strange things. Even if we focus our
entire awareness on the scenes, we can barely take them in. But to have some-
one standing at our side telling us information in English as we are trying
to watch the film must split our attention, and we lose much from both the
auditory information and the visual scene. The purest solution to this prob-
lem was reached by the Netsilik Eskimo films, which have no narration at all,
only postdubbed natural sound. These films treat simple subjects lengthily
and redundantly, and they are meant to be shown by instructors who can
answer questions and direct students’ discussions. Actually, much is clarified
by the progress of the events themselves. But most ethnographic films must
cover more activities less redundantly and are somewhat more self-contained.
So narrations are almost inevitable, in some form or another.

Narrations vary tremendously, but much of the important variation can
be summarized in terms of two dimensions. One dimension can be called
“added information” and concerns the amount of information that the nar-
ration adds to the film beyond what is contained in the visual images; the
other dimension can be called “visual relevancy” and concerns the degtee to
which the narration is relevant to the visual images.

At one end of the continuum is the banal redundant sort of narration,
so typical of the worst “documentary” film, which tells us things that are
petfectly obvious from the visuals. We hear “and the rains fell” as we see rain
falling. This sort of narration is closely related to the visual images but adds
no information at all. A prime example of this style is found throughout the
series of otherwise valuable films called the People of the Australian Western
Desert. These films concentrate on technological processes, and most of the
action is immediately understandable or is soon explained by the next ac-
tions. Nearly every word of the narration of all the films in this series is
redundant with the visuals, At best, there are the proper nouns—names of
people, of grasses, or of lizard species—which are really added information.

At the other extreme lies narration that is used to carry a story line when
in fact the visuals show nothing of the sort. In some of the more exciting
sections of Dead Birds, the excitement exists only in the narration, and the
visuals are short, bland, scenic inserts. These sections are cinematically weak,
but the narration is essential to carry the thread of the story while important
events happened that could not possibly have been filmed. The amount of
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TABLE 3.2 NARRATION

Redundans, overly Optimally demystifying
No narration or subtitles wordy, unrelated and relevant to the visuals
Hanuneo Nanook (1949) Duani Sweet Potatoes
Netsilik Eskima seties Dead Birds Dani Houses
Forest of Bliss Les mattres fous
The Lion Hunters
Rivers of Sand

If narration is used at all, it is most effective when sparse and very closely related to
the visuals, explaining or adding only minimal informarion needed to demystify behavior
that cannot be explained visually. Redundant banal comments that add no new informa-
tion (statements like “the rains fell”) are often used simply to fill the air with words, as was
the case with the 1949 sound version of Nanook. In films made in the late 19508 and early
1960s (like Dead Birds), before synchronous sound was possible, narrations tended to be
wordy and attempted to convey masses of ethnographic information that had little basis
in the visuals. In films by Jean Rouch, like The Lion Huntersand Les maitres fous, narra-
tions were used to explain and transtare symbolic aspects of ceremonies that simply could
not be elucidated in a purely visual manner. In Rivers of Sand, the sound track is mainly
synchronous sound, with only a few explanatoty lines of narration. After the 1960s, local
voices began to take the place of outsiders’ narrations.

added information is very high, because the words have hardly any relation
to the visual images.

Within the optimal zone we can distinguish two styles of narration. In
one, the words are used to explain or to clarify visual mysteries. In the other,
the words put an act or event into the larger cultural context.

The two major misuses of narration, which fall outside the “optimal
zone,” are information redundancy and information overloading. The for-
mer is unnecessary; the latter could better be handled in printed form.

This scheme is fairly abstract. Applying its principle to criticism or to
the making of a specific film involves a seties of judgments that are often
extremely difficult. For example, what is the line between necessary contex-
tualization and overburdened esoterica?

Robert Flaherty, in his earlier, silent films, pushed the visual potential of
film by creating and then resolving mysteries visually. The Netsilik Esk%mo
series does the same, using carefully chosen wild sound without narration.
A close comparison between the Netsilik Eskimo films and the Awstralian

Western Desert series is revealing. Both series were made in the mid-1960s,
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and both were about technological processes of a foraging group. The Netsi-
lik budget was obviously much greater than the Australian budget, and the
Netsilik films have excellent synchronized sound, whereas the Australian
films lack even wild sound. If the Australian films omitted narration, they
would be essentially silent films, and silent films seem to be anathema to
many. But since the Australian narrations add so little, the films are, for all
practical purposes, silent films. If one views any of them with the sound
turned off —as I did once, by accident—it is clear how much more effective
they are if the viewer can really engage in the visuals, without the distraction
of the narration.

An interesting question comes to mind: If the narration is so redundant
with the visuals, it may be meaningless, but is it really distracting? Or per-
haps might it not assist viewers to concentrate on the visuals? I doubt it. In
the Netsilik films, the viewer is left alone and has to work to understand. 1
would say that this understanding will be much more real than if one had
information prechewed, as it were. This question could easily be studied in
an experimental situation where the same film was used with and without
redundant narration to two different groups and then each group was tested
to se¢ which had learned the most from the film. (Throughout this book, I
am raking positions that could actually be tested. They seem reasonable, even
obvious, but the next step is obviously to subject them to empirical testing.)

The Flaherty films, the Netsilik films, and the Australian Western Desert
films all deal with technological processes, which are more amenable to a
heavily visual clarification than are rituals. In films of rituals, where so much
of the meaning is on the abstract, symbolic, verbal level, words are essential.
In Pomo Shaman, the sparse commentary consists of statements by the sha-
man herself, recorded after the ceremony, as she describes what she is doing
and how it felt to her. In Jean Rouch’s films Les maitres fous and The Lion
Hunters, both dealing with complex ritual, a narrator gives what seems to
be the native explanation of the different actions. Similarly, in We Believe in
Nifio Fidencio, the narration holds closely to the participants’ explanation
of the rituals. In Anastenaria, the narration gives a frankly ethnographic, or
analytical, view of the ceremony.

Both the native understanding and the analytical, ethnographic under-
standing are essential ingredients of ethnographic presentation. But there
are real advantages in using the native view in the film and saving the ethno-
graphic analysis for a written report. When the native statement is coupled
with the native behavior, they reinforce each other and increase the imme-
diacy of the film experience. The analysis is essential, but it is a removed line
of thought and has the effect of distancing the viewer from the film.
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In Dani Sweet Potatoes, | tried to keep the narration down to an absolute
minimum, using it only to explain actions that have been confusing or in-
comprehensible to an audience. And then, on Carroll Williams’s advice, I
laid each narration line in toward the end of a scene in order to engage the
audience and give them time to be puzzled and, perhaps, to solve the mys-
tery themselves.

One solution would be the use of only synchronous sound, without any
narration. The use of the printed ethnographic companion to films would
relieve the narration of much expository burden. Then much background
information could be printed, rather than narrated, and ethnographic film-
makers could concentrate on making their films more filmic. But in practice
it is difficult to make both film and print conveniently available to audiences.
Another solution is the interactive DVD, which can in effect provide foot-
notes to films. Peter Biella has been experimenting with such materials, but
they are siill far from common.

3. Ethnographic Basis

Underlying all these considerations is a single one: an ethnographic film
must be based on ethnographic understanding. The more successfully a film
has this understanding, the more cthnographic it will be. However, this is
no simpleminded recipe like “stir in heaping spoonfuls of ethnography.” If
that alone were sufficient, we could turn over all ethnographic filmmaking to
ethnographers and be assured of successfully ethnographic films. But in fact
2 film may be made by an informed ethnographer and still be a failure eth-

. nographically. In making an ethnogtaphic film, ethnographic understanding

is useless unless it is transmuted by filmic imagination. Buc despite these
cautions, the single best predictor of ethnographicness in a film is the extent
to which an ethnographer was involved in the filmmaking,

The basis for this has already been discussed at some length in chap-
ter 1. In ethnographic writing, the understanding and conclusions emerge
through the process of data gathering, analyzing, writing, and rewriting and
are constantly being refined and even changed up to the moment of publica-
tion. But in filmmaking, on the other hand, the initial act of shooting foot-
age produces fixed images and so precludes much of the rewriting possible in
ethnography. The result is that whatever ethnographic understanding can be
applied to the film must be present beforechand.

Perhaps the best model for ethnographic filmmaking is The Feast (see
chapter 2). The filmmaking began only after the ethnography was completed,
and the film itself was made by a filmmaker (Timothy Asch) working in
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TABLE 3.3 ETHNOGRAPHIC BASIS

Uninformed by ethnography Deeply shaped by ethnographic understanding
Grass The Feast
Dead Birds
Dani Sweer Potatoes
Dani Houses
Neighborhood Tokyo
I Love You

The degree to which an ethnographic film has been informed by ethnographic un-
derstanding is difficult to determine with real confidence, bur one obvious indicator is
the role (if any) that an ethnographer had in the filmmaking. Some films, like Dead Birds
and The Feast, were made as part of an ethnographic study. At the other extreme is Grass
{on the Bakhriari of Persia), a remarkable film in its own way, made by keen observers but
quite uninfluenced by ethnographic understanding.

the field in close collaboration with the ethnographer (Napoleon Cha-
gnon). In this approach there is maximal opportunity for the fully digested
ethnographic understanding to shape the film. Other films, such as Dead
Birds, Dani Sweet Potatoes, and Childhood Rivalry in Bali and New Guinea,
were shot by ethnographers as research was underway and thus had consider-
able ethnographic input.

4. Explicit Theory

In the not so distant past, much ethnography was fairly atheorerical and de-
scriptive. It seemed important to record as much as possible before cultural
variety in the world vanished. This was a sort of salvage ethnography. To-
day, despite globalization, cultures seem more robust, the interest in salvage
ethnography has waned, and purely descriptive ethnography has yielded to
more theoretically based studies.

Now ethnogtaphic films also are more likely to be explicitly based on
theory. Timothy Asch saw his Yanomamo flm The Feast as a visual gloss
on Marcel Mauss’s classic study of exchange, The Gift (1925). Alan Lomax’s
fitms (Dance and Human History, Palm Play, Step Style} illustrate his chor-
eometrics coding and theory. India’ Sacred Cow is based on Marvin Harris’s
materialistic explanation of the Hindu prohibition on eating zebu cattle.
Ron Simonss Latah explores the hyperstarte syndrome in Malaysia as an
example of a biocultural model.
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TABLE 3.4 EXPLICIT THEORY

Pure description Implicit theory Explicit theory

Dani Houses Dead Birds India’s Sacred Cow

Dani Sweet Potatoes The Feast Dance and Human History
Latah

Although film seems most suited for straight descriptions of growing sweet potatoes,
building houses, and the like, some films do, with the help of narration, present theoreti-
cal statements more or less explicitly.

In the 1960s, Douglas Oliver puzzled about how to incorporate thinking
about and analysis of social organization in film. Peter Loizos did just that
in Life Chances, about Greek Cypriots; John Marshall and Timothy Asch
tried it in two Ju/’hoansi films, A Joking Relationship and An Argument about
a4 Marriage. And there is Jean Rouch’s Lion Hunters, an account of tension
between cattle herders and marauding lions on the upper Niger, framed in
terms of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s symbolic dualism.

5. Relation to Printed Materials

No ethnographic film can stand by itself. An ethnographic film must be
supplemented by written ethnographic materials. Or, put the other way
around, an ethnography is a written work that may be supplemented by film.
It is easy to conceive of ethnographies that are words without pictures. In
fact, most of the best ethnographies cither have no pictures at all (especially
in the case of journal articles) or have a few irrelevant snapshots. But it is
impossible to conceive of ethnographies made up of pictures without words.
Of course, ethnographies can be complemented by pictures. And the use of
film to describe some things that words cannot describe is one of the major
challenges of ethnographic film and is discussed in chapter 4.

But the ethnographic enterprise demands a depth of description and of ab-
stract generalization that cannot be handled in pictures alone. And while a few
words can be spoken as narration, they are inadequate to convey much, and
in any case are so overpowered by the visuals that they are barely understood.

So an important criterion of the ethnographicness of any ethnographic
film is the extent to which it is backed up by written material. One major
purpose of the catalog Films for Anthropological Teaching (K. Heider and
Hermer 1995) has been to list the ethnographic materials relevant to the vari-
ous films.
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TABLE 3.5 RELATION TO PRINTED MATERIALS

Fairly well
No relevant Vaguely relevant supported by Fudly integrated with
printed materials  printed materials  printed materials  printed materials
Grass The Nuer Dani Sweer Potatoes  The Path
Farm Song Dani Houses Forest of Bliss
Jero Tapakan films
The Goddess and the
Computer
Dead Birds

The degree to which an ethnographic film is supported by wrirten materials abour the
culture and about the circumstances of the filmmaking ranges widely. For Grass, there
is some casual matetial on the filmmaking but no ethnography; for The Nuer, there is
ethnographic material on the culture but from a different time and place; for Dani Sweet
Potatoes and Dani Houses, there are published marterials on the subject of the films by the
filrimaker-ethnographer; and for Dead Birds, there is extensive ethnogtaphy and a study
guide. The Balinese films on Jero Tapakan are also supported by an analytic and descrip-
tive monograph (Connor, Asch, and Asch 1936). Some films, like Neighborhood Tokyo
(see Bestor 1989), India’ Sacred Cow (see Harris 1979), Life Chances (see Loizos 1975), and
The Goddess and the Computer (see Lansing 1991) were actually made after the supporting
ethnographies.

An example of this is Dead Birds, which was accompanied by considerable
literature about the Dani, the culture described in the film, and especially by
an “ethnographic companion” (K. Heider 1972a), a short pamphlet that spe-
cifically ties the film to the ethnographic literature (and is now out of print).
More of such study guides are beginning to appear, and they will greatly in-
crease the ethnographicness of the films they accompany. In addition to the
ethnographic companion for The Path (Rundstrom, Rundstrom, and Ber-
gum 1973), several study guides were produced on the Marshalls’ Kalahari
films (see Reichlin 1974a—g, L. Marshall and Biesele 1974, and Reichlin and
Marshall 1974} and on the Yanomamé films. Connor, Asch, and Asch wrote
a book on the first four Jero Tapakan films from Bali (1986), and Gardner
and Ostor's book, Making “Forest of Bliss,” is indispensable (2001).

6. Voice: Point of View

A film without a point of view is inconceivable. The process of selecting and
excluding images that goes into making a film must be based on some con-
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cept. Even if we imagine a film that is somehow constructed according to a
table of random numbers, that film would be based on an obvious point of
view. Dada as an artistic movement may have rejected rules, but it certainly
had a point of view.

The label “propaganda film” is often fixed on a film with a particularly
obvious point of view, especially when the film’s position is different from
that of the critic. Rather than trying to define “propaganda film,” let us shift
to the more defensible and useful proposition thar all films express some
point of view. The points of view may vary greatly in substance, in the con-
sciousness with which they are employed, and in the explicitness with which
they are expressed, but they do exist and we can examine any ethnographic
film in terms of them.

This seems quite obvious, yet a fair amount of critical blood is shed over
the question of whether or not films are “objective.” Probably there will
always be filmmakers who claim that they are just reporting the facts, just as
there are ethnographers who might claim the same position. The university
where I studied anthropology has for its motto the single word “Truth” (in
Latin, of course). But for both ethnographers and filmmakers a more com-
fortable guide word would be “Truths,” in recognition that there are many
different approaches to understanding. The famous Japanese film Rashomon,
by Akira Kurosawa, is pertinent here. Set in medieval Japan, the investigation
of a death and (perhaps) a rape turns up four versions of the same events. In
ethnography, “the Rashomon effect” refets to the many factors that can af-
fect an ethnographer’s account of a culture (K. Heider 1988). In ethnography
or in ethnographic film, it really comes down to this: selectivity is inevitable,
and the author and the filmmaker should be aware of their points of view,
because in the end they cannot avoid responsibility for them.

There are many points of view. Some films are made by special interests
or at least subsidized by them, with the expectation that they present the
group’s point of view or at least show the product or the brand (product
placement). Basil Wright and John Grierson made Song of Ceylon for the
Ceylon Tea Propaganda Board; the film consists mainly of poetic images
of Ceylon, with some scenes of tea growing and prepatation. Flaherty had
engaged in the same very subtle imagery; Nanook was sponsored by Revlon
Fréres, a fur company, and one scene shows Nanook and his family at the
company’ trading post, exchanging furs for goods. Flaherty’s Louisiana Story
was subsidized by Standard Oil, and it includes a shot of an oil well in the
bayou. But it would be difficult to pinpoint ways in which these commercial
interests shaped the point of view of the film.

No Longer Strangers, made by the Regions Beyond Missionary Union
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TABLE 3.6 VOICE: POINT OF VIEW

From the ethmographer
Mix of local and

Implicitly Explicitly ethnographic voices  The local people tell us
Nanook Dani Houses Farm Song Makiko’s New World
Hanunoo Dread Birds Fir Surroundings How to Bebave
Forest of Bliss Dani Sweet Potatoes  The Nuer Box of Treasures

Forest of Blss A Kalahari Family

{with book) Number Our Days

Ethnographies and ethnographic films were in the beginning told in the voice of the
ethnographer or the filmmaker, almost always an outsider’s voice. Whether in silent films
or through an omniscient narrator, we heard and saw the point of view of that outsider.
The advent of sync sound and video not only allowed local voices to be included in films
but also stimulated the movement toward presenting local points of view to shape films.
Some films like Farm Song and A Kalahari Family even presented conflicting local points
of view. Films like Number Our Daysand How to Behave also presented local points of view.

about its conversion of the Western Dani to Christianity, is cinematographi-
cally rather crude but very effective. It was made to show to church groups
in the United States in order to publicize the Dani mission work, to raise
money, and to recruit missionaries. The point of view is explicitly that of
evangelical Christianity. Traditional Western Dani rituals are described as a
satanic mockety of Christianity. In other ways pre-Christian Western Dani
culture is denigrated by such narration lines as “dancing girls perform their
duties” and by the statement that the Dani had no tools, only stone axes.
And while the narration describes the joys of the Western Dani when they
became Christian, the visuals show masses of Christian Western Dani who
are sullen, unsmiling, and not obviously joyful. No Longer Strangers makes an
interesting counterpoint to Dead Birds. It was filmed near the Grand Valley,
and the Western Dani of No Longer Strangers are closely related to the Grand
Valley Dani of Dead Birds in language and culture. Although audiences of-
ten react strongly to the point of view of No Longer Strangers, they rarely
even recognize the much more subtle point of view that Gardner has buile
into Dead Birds. In fact, Gardner takes the usual anthropological position
of accepting a culture’s practices on its own terms. So he discusses the Dani
practice of cutting off girls’ fingers as a funeral sacrifice and shows many
mutilated hands; he shows and discusses wat, battles, ambush, and killing
without making a moral judgment. In my ethnographic writings about the
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Dani, I do the same (19972, 133 —136). But we must recognize that this amoral
observation is as much a point of view as is the missionaries’ condemnation.

Even Dani Houses expresses a point of view. It shows, with some re-
spect, Dani houscbuilding at a time when the Indonesian government was
attempting to induce the Dani to change their house style on the grounds
that traditional Dani houses were smoky and unsanitary.

In addition to commercial, political, religious, and philosophical points
of view, we must consider the scientific point of view, or the ethnographic
interpretation. Just as ethnographic writings usually choose one sort of in-
terpretation out of many possible ones, so do ethnographic films. However,
films are more likely than writings to stay close to a straight descriptive level.
Films like Dani Sweet Potatoes and Dani Houses do not undertake any real
theoretical interpretation of Dani horticulture or construction. India’s Sa-
cred Cow is an explicitly polemical film, Different narrators argue different
interpretations of the issue, although the film clearly favors Marvin Harris’s
cultural materialistic point of view. Some films use the native interpretation
of events. For example, Appeals to Santiage used a first-person narration to
describe the cargo ritual of the Chiapas Mayan and to present the explicit
Mayan rationale that the ceremony is to honor the saints and has no eco-
nomic function.

In the ethnographic tradition, the native explanation is an important da-
tum, one which may agree with an ethnographic interpretation or which
may be opposed to an ethnographic explanation. In Appeals to Santiago,
the Mayas explain the Chiapas cargo ritual as an expression of Christian
piety and deny that it is a competitive prestige-secking institution. Frank
Cancian (1965) has analyzed the same institution from an economic stand-
point, showing how it functions to even out wealth in exchange for prestige
stratification. Neither the Mayans nor Cancian are wrong, but from one we
hear the explicit or manifest function, and from the other an implicit, latent
function. (And this hardly exhausts the possibilities, for other analysts could
make other analyses.)

For example, in Les maitres fous, Jean Rouch explains the Hauka cere-
mony in psychological terms as a cathartic experience that releases hostility
toward the colonial government and then allows the natives to return to
their submissive daily occupations. In The Turtle People, Brian Weiss ex-
plains Miskito Indian subsistence in ecological terms and argues that the
Miskito are destroying the turtle population for short-term financial rewards
but will experience eventual economic disaster when the turtle boom: is over.
In The Feast, Asch analyzes a Yanomam® intervillage feast in terms of Marcel
Mauss’s gift exchange (Mauss 1925). The Rundstroms and Bergum show the
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Japanese tea ceremony in The Path in terms of its symbolic structure, and
Susannah Hoffman in Kypseli analyzes the Greek village in terms of sexual
division of labor.

Each of these films utilizes only one of several possible theoretical points
of view to analyze a situation. Bur this is a legitimare ethnographic strategy,
and the films cannot be faulted for not including all possible points of view.
A legitimare criticism might be that they misused a type of explanation or
that they chose an inappropriate type of explanation. But in any case, they
are more ethnographic than a film like Dani Sweet Potatoes, in the sense that
they attempt to move beyond ethnographic description to ethnographic ex-
planation. This is also a more hazardous course, for it is much easier to make
a satisfactory descriptive film than to achieve a film whose description and
explanation are above attack.

7. Holism: Behavioral Contextualization

Although the holistic approach to human behavior is one of the hallmarks
of anthropology, holism is not so much a theory as it is an attitude that
characterizes anthropological research and distinguishes it from other sorts
of social science research. Holism is reflected in the typical ethnographic
research strategy of living in the midst of a socicty and making extensive
observations of many events; and it is reflected in the typical ethnographic
account, where the emphasis is on the intetrelationships of many facets of
a culture or a society. Ethnography places great emphasis on the context of
behavior. Ethnography is extensive, in comparison with the more intensive
interests so typical of sociological or psychological research.

The anthropological emphasis on holism accords very well with the ca-
pability of film to show things and events in physical and temporal context.
But just as the mere fact of living in a culture does not guarantee holistic
ethnography, so merely shooting film does not assure holistic ethnographic
film. Some basic anthropological principles, or corollaries of the principle
of holism, are directly pertinent to the problems of ethnographic film. They
have to do with contextualization of behavior and what we can call whole
people, whole bodies, and whole acts, to be discussed below.

Contextualization is a basic but easily misunderstood concept or impera-
tive. At one extreme it is obvious: things or events must not be treated in
isolation; they have meaning only in context. On the other hand, it is clearly
impossible to describe everything about everything. But it seems safe to say
that although no film (or ethnography) has been hurt by overcontextualiza-
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TABLE 3.7 HOLISM: BEHAVIORAL CONTEXTUALIZATION

Fsolated, decontextualized Well contextualized

Wooden Box Dani Houses Dead Birds

A Joking Relationship Dani Sweet Potatoes The Goddess and the Computer
I Love You
Box of Treasures

Contextualization is a measure of the degree to which a film sets behavior in its cul-
tural and physical context. Of course, na film can make a complete contextual statemnent.
And in some senses a short single-concept film may be contextualized not by itself but by
other similar films (as the several short Ju/’hoansi films are} or by written materials (as
with the two shorter Dani films). . Stephen Lansing’s The Goddess and the Computer is
explicidy holistic in linking Balinese religious activity to the rice irrigation system. Box of
Treasures sets Kwa Kwaka® Wakw art into its cultural and historical setting,

tion, many are flawed by inadequate contextualization. The precise degree of
contextualization that should be achieved in an ethnography or a film is, in
the end, a matter of judgment.

One can speak of contextualization in terms of cultural aspects. For ex-
ample, [ have often heard Dead Birds criticized for its lack of attention to
Dani women. This is really the common but veiled complaint that the critic
wanted a different film. While Dead Birds focuses on Dani men5 life, it
actually does show many aspects of womenss life in the gardens, at the brine
pool to ger salt, and at ceremonies. But the film is about Dani men, and in
Dani society the women are peripheral to the political, ritual, and warfare
activities that concern the men. (I have speculated [2004] about the shape of
the film if we had been the Raddliffe Peabody Expedition, made up of wom-
en, instead of the Harvard Peabody Expedition, and the films and books had
been produced by female anthropologists and filmmakers.)

In other respects, The Nuer shows many acts taken out of context, pre-
sumably for aesthetic but not ethnographic reasons. Grass is another classic
case of decontextualization, for although we see at great length the dramaric
march of the Bakhtiari herdsmen over the mountains of Persia to their sum-
mer pastures, we learn practically nothing of the social, political, or economic
context of this movement. The march exists as a brilliant, isolated act.

Mokil, which deals with overpopulation on a Micronesian atoll, and Riv-
ers of Sand, about sex roles in an Ethiopian tribal society, are particularly
notable attempts to handle the complexities of these topics through film.
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t quite contextualized fashion.

ism, the viewer has no way of understanding the context of that act.

tensions into wider behavioral contexts.

8. Physical Contextualization

In Dead Birds, Gatdner used early shots very skillfully to establish the con-
text of the landscape in which the action will take place. He used several
long shots taken from a hill. First, in a long pan following 2 hawk that glides
across the landscape, actually below the camera level, the bird is in focus and
the landscape out of focus. Bur the narration at this point is dense and im-
portant, so the audience is allowed only an impression of the landscape. This
fshot is followed by another, also from the hilltop, thar begins looking down
into Weyak’s village, then pans along a path to the gardens, then zooms out
to a wide-angle view of gardens, no-man’s-land, enemy country, and the far
mountains. A later shot from the same high vantage point also begins at

‘ TABLE 3.8 PHYSICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION

Little or no physical contexrualization Well sex in the physical environment

The Nuer

Jero Tapakan films I Love You Fit Surroundings
The Goddess and the Dead Birds
Computer

It .helps to ?mve hills or tall buildings as vantage points from which to film the entire
behavioral setting of the event, as in Dead Birds, Neighborbood Tokye, or Hanunoo, The
Goddess and the Compuser uses maps and diagrams to help describe the fieid of action.

Blft often the subject is so domestic (Dadi Family or Latab) that there is little need for
this contextualization,
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g overpopulation or sex roles as the central fact, each film explores the §
ations and implications of that fact in 2 meandering, often repetitive ]
Ll 1

At the other extreme is the short ilm that deals intensively but not con- i
textually with a single narrow subject. An excellent example of this is the |
thirty-three-minute film on the Kwa Kwaka’® Wakw {Kwakiutl) with the
strange title Wooden Box: Made by Steaming and Bending. The film shows a
master craftsman making a wooden box. It is a fascinating tour de force, but :I

without other knowledge of Kwa Kwaka’ Wakw woodworking and symbol- 1

Three films about family dynamics—Dadis Family (India), Farm Song |
(Japan), and 1 Love You: Hope for the Year 2000 (Sumatra)—each set family |
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Kevak's village and follows another trail out to Weyak's watchtower. Thus
L onomically and dramatically and very visually, we are put into the Dani
wortld (see K. Heider 2005).
b The Nuer, in contrast, lacks such landscape contextualizing. Of course,
b the flat Nuer country the filmmakers had no handy hilltop. And they
have felt that to use shots made from airplanes or helicopters would
¢ been obvious and intrusive and would have destroyed the delicate
L mbience of their film. But ethnographically the necessity for this sort of
ontextualization—for example, showing a complete Nuer village, showing
the cornfields, or showing the relationship of village to fields to pasture to
river— could have overridden other considerations.

9. Reflexivity: The Ethnographer’s Presence

-"The very presence of outsiders, be they ethnographers carrying out their re-
| search or filmmakers making films, inevitably has a myriad of influences on
 the subjects’ behavior. Reflexivity implies both the acknowledgement of that
| presence and, more important, analyses of the effects of that presence. Most
b ethnographic filmmakers deny this effect and simply edit out any footage
| that reveals camera consciousness or too-blatant mugging. Admittedly, this
L is comparable to the general practice in ethnography, but it is one instance
| where the ethnographic practices can be followed too closely. The alterna-
| tive is to build the outsider’s presence into the structure of the film, to give
b some idea of how the people may be reacting to the outsiders, how questions
| are asked and answered, and the nature of deliberate intrusions, experiments,
I or the like that the outsiders are making.
¥ Some ethnographic films do make the anthropologist the major focus of
| the film. Margaret Meads New Guinea Journal follows Mead in her return
| visit to Manus, forty years after her original fieldwork there. Gurkha Coun-
try, made by John and Patricia Hitchcock in Nepal, shows the Hitchcocks
 themselves living and doing research among the Gurkha. And A Man Called
“Bee™ Studying the Yanomamé presents anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon
at work in the Venezuelan jungles. Neighborhood Tokye follows Theodore Be-
stor around the area that he studied, and Alison and Marek Jablonko show
Maurice Godelier investigating The Baruya Story. Barbara Myerhoff is very
much a presence in Number Our Days, as is David Plath in Fit Surroundings.
In fact, considering that the major use of ethnographic film is in intro-
ductory anthropology courses, it is surprising that there have not been more
filmic attempts to show how anthropologists actually work. The success
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TABLE 3.9 REFLEXIVITY: THE ETHNOGRAPHER'S PRESENCE

Ethnographer’ presence Ethnographer} Ethnographer shown interacting
ignored by film presence mentioned and gathering data
Dead Birds The Moonrap Fit Surroundings
Dani Houses Chronicle of 2 Summer
Dani Sweet Potatoes Neighborhood Tokyo
Number Our Days
I Love You

By judiciously incorporating the ethnographer and the filmmaker into the film,
and analyzing their effect on the behavior being recorded, a film can become more self-
conscious about the sorts of information it communicates. Jean Rouch was the leading
practitioner of this approach. His Chronicle of @ Summer, which is not simply about Paris
in 1960 but more about how an anthropologist and a sociologist go about investigating
Paris in ro6o, illustrates the strengths of using the ethnographic presence. Dead Birds
and the two short Dani films, on the othet hand, omit the presence of the ethnographers
completely. In the middle ground is 7he Moontrap; although we never see the filmmak-
ers, we are told thar the revival of whale trapping, which is the subject of the film, was
done at their instigation. Likewise, in 7 Love You: Hope for the Year 2000, we never actu-
ally see either ethnographer or filmmaker, buc they are integral and explicit actors in the
events described.

of written accounts of fieldwork like Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes tropigues
(1955), Kenneth Read’s The High Valley (1965}, and many others suggests that
comparable films would be most welcome.

The most ambitious film in this vein was one of the first, Chronicle of a
Summer (1961), made by anthropologist Jean Rouch and sociologist Edgar
Motin to capture the mood of Paris in the summer of 1960. Throughout
the film, the two men are very visible and present. The film opens with
Morin interviewing a young woman and directing her to do street inter-
views, to ask people, “Are you happy?” Morin and Rouch have several more
talks with people, probing their psyches. Then, at a group discussion, Rouch
announces that the film should turn to consider politics—Algeria and the
Congo. More discussions with students, workers, and artists are followed by
a sequence in a screening room where Rouch, Morin, and the subjects, who
have just seen the film, discuss it, themselves, and each other. And finally,
Rouch and Morin alone in the Musée de F'Homme, strolling past the relics
of other cultures safely enclosed in glass, discuss whether they have shown
the reality of their own culture in the film. Chronicle of a Summeris a richly
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"pravocative film in the extent to which it reveals and attempts to analyze the
f methodological mystery of ethnography, but as yet no other ethnographic
| films have risen to its challenge.

E Nevertheless, ethnographic films have acknowledged and used the pres-
E_ence of the outsiders in various other ways. In Adrian A. Gerbrands’s Matje-
| mosh, the narrator, supposedly speaking the thoughts of the Asmat (West New
| Guinca) wood-carver, tells of his wife’s shyness before his friend Getbrands
| and of his own amusement when Getbrands asks him to make drawings of
b Asmat designs with a felt-tip pen on paper for the Alm. (Unfortunately, since
1 Matjemosh speaks in a Dutch-British accent, the effect is somewhat lost,)
 In An Argument about 2 Marriage, one of John Marshall’s short Kalahari
films, we are told that the conflict was precipitated when the Marshall ex-
- pedition freed and brought back some Bushmen from enforced labor on a
farm. And midway through the argument, when one man attempts to invoke
the Marshalls on his side, the other replies, according to the subtitle, “Screw
the Marshalls.” And in Death by Myth, the fifth part of Marshall’s Kalehari
Family, we see a great deal of Marshall himself, involved in bitter arguments
about the fate of the Ju/’hoansi.

In The Nuer, an old man makes statements that seem to be responses to
questions, although we never see or hear the questioner. I Love You: Hope
Jor the Year 2000 was made by filmmaker Kathrin Qester and anthropologist
Heinzpeter Znoj. We never see either of them, but the narrator is 2 woman,
supposedly the anthropologist, and at times we hear the man’s voice asking a
question. The film works well in showing some of the problems of fieldwork,
but one has to ignore the reversal of roles.

But there are many styles of ethnographic film, and some are better suited
than others to including anthropologists in the film. It is always possible to
explain the film crew’s presence in written material that can be used to sup-
plement the film, as, for example, the Rundstroms did in their essay (1973)
on making The Path.

On the whole, the reasons in favor of showing the ethnographic presence
in an ethnographic film seem to me to be compelling. In the first place, the
ethnographic presence is, after all, part of the behavior being filmed, and so
by including some of this in the film, we can see that part of the behavior
and form some idea of how it affected the rest. In the second place, since the
outsiders are mediating the information about one culture to an audience
from another culture, including them in the film personalizes the mediation
and, by making it more understandable, makes it more effective. The impet-
sonal distancing effect of omitting the ethnographer decreases the ease with
which an audience can understand a film; it also carries a political implica-
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tion of noninvolvement, of treating the people as impersonal objects. This is
a subtle matter, which I have thought about in regard to my own research.
When I do research among the Dani, they are, inescapably, the subjects of
my study but, I hope, not merely the objects I study and describe. Even
when I quantify and generalize, I try not to lose sight of the fact that they
are people who matter. Now, there are certainly ways to communicate this
in films without showing the ethnographer, but the ethnographic presence
is one way of adding this effect. (Of course, in making Dani Sweet Potatoes
and Dani Houses, when I was both ethnographer and entire film crew, it
would have been exceedingly difficult to have included myself or the effect
of my presence in the films.} When we were filming Dead Birds, Robert
Gardner had considered including shots of the Harvard Peabody Expedition
members. But that was in 1961, and at that time it didn’t seem appropriate or
necessary (although Jean Rouch, making Chronicle of a Summer at the same
moment, did try it).

There certainly can be drawbacks to the ethnographic presence in a film
if, for example, shots of the ethnographer are included without concern for
their relation to the action in the film. Obviously the idea is not merely wo
prove that an ethnographer and filmmaker were present, and to give them a
chance to be movie stars, but rather to show the manner in which their pres-
ence was felt. There is sometimes a thin line between the good and bad uses

of the ethnographic presence.

10. Whole Acts

Cinema is ideally suited to present process, or behavior through time. But in
order to show the structure of a whole act, especially in nonstaged shooting
of naturally occurring behavior, one must know how to anticipate an action.
Acts can be said to have beginnings, peaks, and endings. The unknowledge-
able observer or filmmaker will notice an act as it is climaxing but will not
have enough experience to know that it will happen soon enough to pick
up the beginning and will not have enough sense of the act to follow it past
its end. An especially telling film is Hugo van Lawick’s Baboens of Gombe.
Van Lawick had been filming ptimates, especially chimpanzees, at Gombe
Stream Reserve in Tanzania for a decade. With his experience, van Lawick
was able to follow a variety of acts, large and small, almost from before their
beginnings, through their peaks to their endings.

The criterion that whole acts are desirable refers to the selective use of
structural features of the act. It is not possible to demand that everything
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TABLE 3.10 WHOLE ACTS

Fragmentary bits of acts Beginnings, peaks, and ends of acts
Primate Dani Houses Forest of Bliss
The Nuer Dani Sweet Potatoes The Cows of Dolo Ken Paye

Dead Birds The Hunters

Ongoing, naturally occurring behavior can be analyzed and understood as a series
of acts, of greater or lesser magnitude, many occurring simultancously but often not
coterminously; and each of the acts has a beginning, a peak, and an end, not to mention
prehistories (antecedents) and consequences (outcomes). Some ethnographic films, like
The Cows of Dolo Ken Paye and The Hunters, are particularly successful in portraying
whole acts in this sense of the concepr, while films like The Nuer and Primate are made
of fragments of behavior.

An acr can be of any length, measured in seconds, hours, days, or years. Acts are usu-
ally presented in their actual sequences, but somerimes a film like Forest of Bliss presents
the ritual process of death in separate scenes out of the real order, with the intent that the
viewers will slowly put the actual sequence of events together in their minds.

about an entire act be shown. That is unrealistic realism. Two ethnographic
films have attempted to approach this by having film time equal real time.
But even in these films much had to be omitted. In Carroll Williams’s A
Ixil Calendrical Divination, the camera holds in close to the hands of the
diviner as he lays out his pieces on a surface. Consequently, we do not see the
interaction between the diviner and his patients, an interaction that surely
gives the sensitive diviner as much information about the problem as the way
in which his pieces fall on the board. In The Path, the Japanese tea ceremony
is shown in real time, but in order to film it, the action was stopped and
repeated many times, and so a part of the interaction between hostess and
guests was [ost to the film. It is conceivable that a short and simple act could
be filmed by several cameras simultaneously and then projected on multiple
screens. This would be an interesting exercise. But it would merely be the
reproduction of reality, not the understanding and analysis of reality that are
the basis of ethnology (or any other science).

Selection of shots is inevitable in filmmaking. The criterion of whole acts
demands that the selection be done so as to present the important features of
an act. Just as there are many different legitimate ethnographic approaches,
so the selection may bring out different aspects of an act. It is not good to be
dogmatic at this point. The Rundstroms selected shots in 7he Path to show
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yin-yang balance and energy management (Rundstrom, Rundstrom, and
Bergum 1973). Other anthropologists might make quite different selections
from the same event.

The whole act must be adequately represented by selective elements. And
in this context, where we are speaking of the ethnographicness of film, we
can say without hesitation that the selection should be done on the basis of
some ethnographic understanding, and the adequacy of the whole act can be
judged ethnographically.

What is a “whole act”? This is an extremely flexible concept, but useful
nevertheless. Acts may last seconds; they may last years. There are acts within
acts. And in the end the filmmaker or the ethnologist chooses which of the
countless possible acts will be attended to. Harold Conklin’s Hanunoo is an
extreme example of incomplete acts. It is eighteen minutes of short clips.
There is no attempt to follow through on any one act. (Yet it can serve as a
study piece for getting an overall visual idea of Hanunoo life—see K. Heider
2004a), In Dani Sweet Potatoes and Dani Houses, 1 deliberately planned to
show each step of the sweet potato cycle and of construction. But both films
were narrowly conceived. I did not follow through and show how Dani houses
were lived in, or much at alf of how sweet potatoes were distributed and eaten.
My whole focus at the time was on production, not distribution or consump-
tion. If I were to remake these films today, they would be very different.

In Dead Birds, Gardner follows the entire salt-making process and all the
major steps of a funeral (as well as we understood them in July 1961). In con-
trast, the initiation sequence in The Nuer is a sadly incomplete document.
It shows a few peak moments, dwelling at length on the bloody forehead
incisions. The film captures the most obvious events, but what it omits (pre-
sumably because they hadn’t been filmed) are many important symbolic
events that we know of from the ethnographic literature; and, presumably,
from ignorance of the meaning of initiation itself, the film doesn’t even fol-
low the individuals into manhood.

Although Frederick Wiseman spent one month shooting and two hours
of screen time on bits of scientific experimentation at the Yerkes Primate Re-
search Center in Atlanta for his 1974 television film, Primate, the film never
followed a single experiment as a whole act. This approach had interestingly
different effects on different viewers. Laymen (including television critics)
were simply horrified by the picture of senseless butchery in the guise of
science; one friend of mine who is familiar with that sort of research could
fill in the gaps for himself and was fascinated by the film; more thoughtful

viewers reacted strongly against the film itself on the grounds that it made no
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artempt to communicate an understanding of primate research by presenting
whole acts but only used scenes of gore to play on the audience’s emotions
and turn them away from such research.

BEGINNINGS

We can consider the wholeness of any act in terms of its beginning, its peak,
and its ending. The beginnings are the most difficult to film because this re-
ally demands enough knowledge of the behavior to anticipate an act before it
begins. In some acts, such as trance states, the transition from the previous,
or “normal,” stage into the altered state is of obvious importance. Trance is
an extreme example, but it serves as 2 good model. When we speak of “an
act,” we mean some relatively definable behavioral event that is different
from what preceded it and from what follows. If one is writing ethnography,
it is easy to construct sentences after the fact that will describe the beginnings
of an act. But it is much more difficult to have a camera at the right time and
the right place to capture an act as it is beginning,

One ethnographic film that does this particularly well is The Cows of
Dolo Ken Paye, made in a Kpelle village in Liberia by Marvin Silverman and
James L. Gibbs Jr. The major act in the film is the resolution of a conflict
over a cow that had been found in a farmer’s field, was wounded by a machete
blow, and died. The peak action began with the discovery of the wounded
cow, and following the case from that moment was relatively easy. But thanks
to Gibbs’s intimate ethnographic understanding of the culture, the film was
able to re-create the beginning of the act. It described the complex implica-
tions of rich men’s cattle and poor men’s farms; it incorporated still photo-

| _ graphs that Gibbs had taken of a similar conflict years earlier and that had

served as a precedent, and it even was able to include serendipitous footage
of the culprit chopping a log with his machete, taken before the act. Thus,
with the combination of luck and deep ethnographic understanding, the film
was able to anticipate an act. The beginning of the act was approximated in
the editing room, in a manner similar to the ex post facto written description
of an ethnography. It may well be that this sort of reconstructed beginning
is all that we can expect for many larger acts shown in ethnographic films.

PEAKS

Peak activity is the part of the act that involves the most energy and activ-
ity and draws the most attention. It is this peak activity that even the most
uninformed filmmakers can capture. But there is a great danger of infatu-
ation with peaks. Just because peaks are so obvious to see and casy to film,
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':M courage in shooting and courage in editing (it was edited by Frank Gal-
) But Bitter Melons achieves an exceptional degree of closure through it.

attention is distracted from other activity that may be less energetic but, §
cultural terms, more important. John Heider (1974) discussed this in hum
potential encounter therapy, where a peak, or “blowout,” is customarily fy ‘_
lowed by a long platean of creative ecstasy. He describes how, in the ead
days of Esalen Institute, group leaders were preoccupied with achieving th
peak experiences. Only gradually did they come to understand the impog
tance of the postcathartic platean. In ethnographic film, a similar preoccupal
tion with peak drama can make for an exciting but superficial picture of ai
event. But I feel diffident about accusing specific films of this failing, sinod :
the full ethnographic facts are usually not available. 9

DENSITY OF INFORMATION

R e criterion of whole acts is one way of judging whether or not a film
esents an adequate amount of information. From that perspective, a film
hat adequately shows an entire act has an adequate amount of information.
M e whole-acts critetion is a structural criterion, since it assumes that we can
Mk about a basic and necessary structure to behavior, the elements of which
hust be shown in film.

E. But we nced another criterion that specifies the pure load of information
ented in a film. It is quite possible for a film not only to show structurally
bxcellent whole acts but also to have too much information. This is a danger
o which cthnography is not subject. An article or a book can be made longer
d can be broken up with chapters and subchapters. No one is forced to
ad an ethnography book straight through at a steady pace in one sitting. In
§fact, tables of contents and indexes are invitations to dip selectively. But films
e designed to be seen without interruption from the beginning through to
tthe end. Few people have the inclinations, the equipment, or the opportunity
Fto use films like books. A couple of attempts were the shot-by-shot analysis
 section of the Ethnographic Companions to Films modules (e.g., K. Heider
f 19722), and the monograph on the Balinese Jero films (Connor, Asch, and
b Asch 1986), which in effect translated the films shot by shot into the printed
i word and thus made the films available for convenient re-viewing.

The old joke about the book that told the little boy more than he wanted
- to know about penguins takes on 2 different meaning here. The boy could
1 casﬂy escape by not reading parts of the book. But if he had seen a film that
- presented more about penguins than he could understand, he would have a
- valid complaint.

One way in which a film can have too much information is a sort of non-
ethnographic paradox, as in the initiation sequence of The Nuer. Not enough
of the initiation is presented to make it understandable. Yet in another sense
there is too much of the inadequate information. By this I mean that the film
has created visual mysteries that go unexplained in either the visual or the
aural channels of the film.

One might also argue that any film contains too much information. For
someone whose research on microbehavioral data demands countless inten-
sive viewings of a few frames of film, even twenty minutes of film, seen
once at twenty-four frames each second, would be a painfully intolerable

CLOSURE

The final part of the demand that ethnographic films show whole acts is§
the demand that they achieve some degree of closure: that acts or events ared
brought to some sort of completion. :

We are familiar with the conventional symbols of closure that Americar}
cinema adopted from storytelling: the boy and the girl live happily ever after.
A more cinemarographic symbol of closure is the final shot of a sunset, pre
erably over an ocean. The power of the symbol is that we accept it as closure §
and feel satisfied. This is a kind of emotional satisfaction, different from Lhe-i
intellectual need for complete information.

In The Nuer, we are often brought into an important event, and beforc we
learn its outcome, the subject is changed. In Dead Birds, on the other hand, 1
Gardner’s final philosophical statement about the Dani and death is a very
personal attempt to give emotional closure to the entire film, probably for §
Gardner himself as well as for the audience.

Many ethnographic films do impose a punch-line structure. This is the }
structure of the joke that closes with a climactic punch line. But in fact, most  §
behavior does not follow this partern. It may reach a peak, or climax, but then
slowly fades our into another act. Two of John Marshall’s Kalahari films have §
particularly fine treatments of closure. In The Hunters, after the giraffe has 4
been killed, we follow the bringing home of the meat, the distribution, and
the eating. Then it is all recapitulation as one of The Hunters tells the story
of the hunt, and when that is over, people slowly get up and disperse. In Biz-
ter Melons, the final sequence shows men doing a dramatic ostrich courting
dance. The final shot seems to hold forever as the men drop the dance, lie
down to nap, or drift away. Still the shot holds, as two boys make a halfhearted
attempt to revive the dance. Then they, too, become still. And finally, after
all activity has slowed down to a stop, the shot is over. To hold a shot so long

"
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overdose of information, no matter how ethnographic the film. But the data
of microbehavioral analysis must be distinguished from the grosser sorts of
information that ethnographic films are designed to communicate. So it is
legitimate to say that a film may have too little, too much, or appropriate
amounts of information, depending on the audience.

This overloading of information is especially common in ethnographic
films made by anthropologists. It seems reasonable to blame this on the an-
thropologists’ familiarity with print where, as we have seen, more informa-
tion can always be added in another (often unread) chapter or appendix, in
such 2 way that it does not compromise the entire wotk. Most of the criteria
discussed in this chapter are ethnographic critetia; the danger of information
ovetload is one that cinematographers are much more sensitive to than are
most anthropologists. The problem is to judge how much information is
enough and to stop there.

The most usual and obvious locus of superfluous information is, of course,
in the narration. [ now think that I did this in Dani Sweet Potatoes. Since [
had no sound other than the narration, I was self-conscious about having too
much silence. Also, after showing a work print of the ilm to many different
sorts of audiences, | was very aware of the sorts of questions that were usually
asked, and | tried to use the narration to head them off. So, for example, over
a shot of a large newly planted sweet potato bed, I described the other sorts
of gardens and cultigens of the Dani. Now in fact, that information is avail-
able in print, and the view of the garden in itself, without narration, conrains
enough information to engage an audience. So here and elsewhere in Dani
Sweet Potatoes the narration provides an overload of information.

Information overload can result from a narration that says too much,
visuals that show too much, or a combination of narration and visual excess-
es. But this is a particularly difficult judgment to make. Much depends on
the nature of the audience and the intensity with which the film is viewed. If
an ethnographic film is shown on prime-time television to a mass audience,
it can tolerate far less information than if it is only to be studied by advanced
college classes in anthropology, who may see it more than once.

I1. Narrative Stories

Flaherty is always considered a master storyteller, and some of his films re-
flect this. Although there is no real narrative story running through Nansok,
he does realize a story in Moana, where the Samoan youth achieves manhood
and wins his girl by undergoing the tartoo initiation ritual. In The Hunters,
John Marshall tells a story of how the Ju/’hoansi shoot and track a wounded
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TABLE 3.I1I NARRATIVE STORIES

Vignettes Episodes loosely sirung together Complete story

Hanunoo Latab Timing Death

Song of Ceylon Dani Sweet Potatoes The Cows of Dolo Ken Paye

Nanook Dani Houses I Love You
INai Jaguar

Nanook follows an Inuit family and includes several whole acts, but it does not tell a
complete story. [ Love You: Hope for the Year 2000, on the other hand, has no whole acts
but is built around the story of how marriages, which rake place only once a year, are
arranged in a central Sumatran village. We meet the young people who have hopes of
being martied, but they—and the anthrapologist—are kept in suspense until the end of
the film, the wedding day. James L. Gibbs Jr.s Cows of Dols Ken Paye is even more of 2
mystery story: in a Liberian village a calf is killed, and we watch the Kpelle legal system as
it discovers and punishes the culprit.

giraffe for days in order to kill it and bring back meat for the camp. In Dead
Birds, Gardner is able to create a story by following the events of war for the
five months he was in the Grand Valley, as Weyak’s group lose a boy to the
enemy but finally restore a balance by killing one of the enemy.

Some films, like the Netsilik Eskimo series or Dani Sweet Potatoes, achieve
a continuity not through the adventures of an individual but by following 2
technical process to completion. The weakest attempt at a story line, but one
that ethnographic filmmakers sometimes try, is “a day in the life of the vil-
lage.” James L. Gibbs Jr. and Marvin Silverman’s film of the Kpelle of Libe-
tia, The Cows of Dolo Ken Paye, started out in this way, but partway through
the filming they stumbled onto a dramatic legal case that became the subject
of a quite different and much more focused film.

Bateson and Mead achieved another sort of continuity in their Balinese
films by filming a few individuals, especially infants, over a long peried to
show the developmental process. Karba'’s First Yearsis a unique ethnographic
film that traces the development of a Balinese boy through the major stages
of early childhood. Few anthropologists studying child development have
designed their research to follow individual characters as they grow up, but
John Marshall’s Nz, edited from footage that Marshall shot over the years,
does follow Nai from childhood into adulthood.

Many ethnographic films are little more than series of vignettes, or “im-
pressions.” The Nuer is this sort of film: brilliantly filmed impressions of a
cattle camp. An occasional event happens to occur: a marriage dispute, a
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mass healing ritual, an initiation, and an exorcism. But the filmmakers were
not familiar enough with the culture to know what should be filmed in order
to show complete and understandable event sequences. The prototype of the
impressionistic vignette film is Seng of Ceylon, made by John Grierson and
Basil Wright for the Ceylon Tea Propaganda Board in 1934. It is a series of
scenes, loosely organized into thematic sections.

A film may be thought of as having various levels of possibilities for con-
tinuity. The entire film may have a single theme, like Dani Sweet Potatoes,
which follows the Dani horticulture sequence from clearing land, planting,
weeding, and harvesting to cooking and eating. Practically every shot in the
film contributes to that complex.

On a less inclusive level, a film may contain one or more shorter activity
sequences. Edited throughout Dead Birds is a complete sequence of women
producing salt, and another of a man knitting 2 shell funeral band. To the
extent that Dead Birds has a story line, it is the accident of the sequence of
events during five months in 1961. But if Gardner had not had the over-
all story line, he would still have had a film of several reasonably complete
shorter event sequences.

12. Whole Bodies

One of the most entrenched conventions of American cinema is the full-face
close-up, in which a person’s head or even just a face fills the entire screen.
The close-up is remarkable on several grounds, the first of which is its un-
naturalness. In normal interaction a person may focus visually on another
person’s face, but only if the two faces are very close to each other will the
face be the onfy thing present in the total visual field. Even in cultures where
normal conversational distances are relatively short, the eyes of a normally
sighted person can visually attend to more than just the face of another by
means of peripheral vision and quick eye shifts. A close-up shot of a face does
not permit this. As an extreme example, when two people are in sexual em-
brace, their faces may be so close that their actual visual fields approximate
that of a cinematic close-up shot.

Buc interestingly enough, in such scenes in films where close-ups of faces
might be experientially real, close-ups are rarely used, and the camera stays
far enough removed to get at least full head-and-shoulder shots. One can ac-
cept the proposition that close-ups are perceptually and logically unnatural,
but the fact is that they are conventions of film, accepted and expected by
filmmakers and film viewers alike.

The real question here must concern their effect on the ethnographicness
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TABLE 3.12 WHOLE BODIES

Excessive fragmented close-ups Maximally necessary whole bodies

The Nuer Dead Birds Dani Sweet Potatoes

Holy Ghost Pegple Dance and Human History
Trance and Dance in Bali
Dani Houses

As a general rule, long cameta shots that include whole bodies of people in frame are
preferable on ethnographic grounds to excessive close-ups of faces and other body parts.
An occasional close-up thar shows otherwise obscure detail is useful, but most ethno-
graphic films thoughtlessly averuse the close-up shot. Among the few films thac resist
the abuse of the close-up and tend to keep actors in full frame are Trance and Dance in
Bali and Dani Sweet Potatoes, both filmed by anthropologists. Alan Lomax’s Dance and
Human History analyzes dance and work movement, establishing the theorertical basis for
the impetative of whole bodies.

of a film. We begin with the obvious fact that every close-up frame of a face
means a frame omitting the rest of the body. What, then, are the gains and
losses of this particular selection? One argument in favor of close-ups is that
they create visual variety and so sustain the viewers’ interest. But this argument
is based on the assumption of fairly low audience commitment, and I think
thar it is worth trying to encourage a new way of seeing ethnographic film.

A second argument in favor of the close-up is that film should be allowed
to examine parts of a body, or whatever, one afier the other in close-up detail
in the way that a written account does. But this argument misses the point
of a difference between words and film. In order for words to describe an en-
tire body at once, they must move to a very general level. No single word or
phrase can describe the details of hands, face, body, and voice. Rather, each
must be dealt with in turn, as a kind of isolating close-up. But a film image
does hold $o0 much information that a long shot of a person’s body can, in
fact, allow the viewer to observe hands, face, body, and voice in simultaneous
interaction. :

A third, more important argument is that full-face close-ups allow the au-
dience to experience and relate to a person. This assumes that the core of the
persona is best visible in the face and can be understood through the face. If
this is valid, it depends on the fact that the close-up cuts out everything but
the face and is not based on the absolute size of the image of the face. Films
using facial close-ups are viewed on screens and television tubes of widely
varying sizes, with viewers sitting at various distances from the image. So
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