Amy Watler-Thomas – 1707584 – CAMF6007 - Documentary
Assessment 1 (30%) 1st November - Portfolio (to the equivalent of 2000 words). A portfolio of work to comprise of individual research into the form of documentary chosen by the student for their film production.
The documentary I am going to make is about a historical event which took place in Carmarthen between 1839 and 1844. It was a series or riots and social unrest led by the people about the tolls, tithes and the poor houses. I hope to achieve a documentary that accurately portrays what happened, including the major events, for both local people that don’t know and to spread the story of what happened further afield. 
There are 6 different types of documentary modes as taught by Nichols. For my documentary I will making a piece that fits in the poetic mode. This type of documentary is hard to describe exactly, as there are many different explanations for what it is, and how a documentary that fits into this mode is made. 
'’Organized around conventions of rhyme, meter, rhythm.’’ p.106 Nichols, B
‘’Poetic mode: emphasizes visual associations, tonal or rhythmic qualities, descriptive passages, and formal organization. This mode bears a close proximity to experimental, personal, and avant-garde filmmaking. ‘’P.22 Nichols, B.
‘’The expository and poetic modes often harvest, glean, or compile images from the world with relative indifference to the specific individual or situations captured in order to shape proposals or perspectives on a general topic. ‘’ p.111 Nichols, B.
In my own words a poetic documentary is a mainly imaginative visual documentary which uses interesting and well thought out means to show the narrative, and very well planned and throughout use of sound. They can tell a story clearly without actually saying it directly verbally.
The main theoretical debate surrounding Poetic documentaries is that everyone has a different idea about what one is. Many of them could fit into several different modes, and many of which can be avant-garde or experimental also. Each of the three quotes above which state what a poetic documentary is different so it is very much a very open mode.
A few examples of this type of documentary that I have seen and taken inspiration or been influenced by are; Koyaanisqatsi (1982), Baraka 1992, Rain (1929), Coal Face (1953), Manhatta (1921).
This mode of documentary started with Manhatta, which is said to be the earliest documentary made regardless of mode.  This documentary follows the day of the city with various shots showing different aspects of the city and people moving about their days. It used interesting shots looking down on the city, and showing everyday life or real people. Of course due to the age it is a silent film and is in black and white. The angular shapes to the buildings and streets mean interesting, artistic and contrasting shots, some of which bare similarities to those that would have been used in German Expressionist films of the time.
The documentary which has inspired me the most out of all that I have seen is Coal Face (1935).
‘’The narrator’s phrases are baldy, urgently factual. Yet also formal, decorative, intricately patterned into a low budget- polyphanous soundtrack of drummed rhythms, discordant piano notes, individual and massed voices, Welsh choirs: ‘an oratorio of coal mining’. This makes Coal Face, like a mistranslated textbook, prosaic and poetic, straightforward and weird.’’ p.33 Russel, P. 
The documentary is about the Coal Industry, the darkness is and the cost of it. It used material filmed at the time from within the mines. It is merged with a sound scape and music that really sets a dark tone. 
Coalface uses footage from within mines and out of them, showing the machinery and the works. It also cuts to map animations to give a sense of place and showing just how much of a country is working on mining. It always shows footage of where the people live and the people eating their lunch in very dark environments. Throughout the beginning in the mines is a chanting of the workers which creates a very ominous environment. The ‘voice of God’ style narration, in which the narrator talks over the images is a contrast to the chanting taking place. The narration giving it a feel of a news piece. This documentary captured a time that no longer exists, through it’s poetic manner, it captures perfectly the mood and the depressing livelihood which the mining made. Though it was a vast employer and provided jobs for many people, it was not a safe or happy life to lead.
In the way this film is informative of a time gone, I would like to think that my documentary would also be valuable for future generations. Very few documentaries that I can find a record of have been made about the Rebecca Riots and no documentaries at all since the early 90s.
As was important in Coal Face to set the tone and give it a sense of time and location, I will also be using sound in this way in my own documentary. Adding Welsh voices and a descriptive sound scape, though I won’t be using direct voice over, only having parts of verse recited over, such as a bible verse, newspaper and a chant. Sound will be incredibly important in my own, as parts will have nothing to show on screen visibly. An example being a scene where I will show Carmarthen work-house as it is now, the site of one of the riots, with noises that you would have heard during the riot such as shouting, drums, guns and horses. This scene along with others will be very dependent on the sound.
A contemporary example of a poetic documentary would be Ben Brown’s Canada Visual Vibes. (2014). This documentary is about a trip that he took with friends to Canada and shows all the activities they did and is full of amazing broll and impressive landscapes. There is no voice over or captions, but just the images which speak for themselves with the occasional few words of the people involved commenting on what they are doing.  It is a perfect time capsule for them and others to look back on of their trip and captures a holiday that they will never forget, also giving viewers a clear picture of what they did and what Canada looks like.
Ben Brown typically makes vlog type videos for Youtube, but this video is much more cinematic and is a very effective way of showing his cinematography skills and being more than just a vlogger. Without saying words, the documentary speaks for it’s self about the wonderful time that they had.
Online is one place where poetic documentaries can be viewed by an audience, where viewers can search for exactly the type of media they would like to view. Though this type of video is not the only type that he does, it does work in this context and was proved popular with audiences.
Finding the correct avenue for poetic documentaries to be shown and reach the right audience is not as straight forward as it might be for other documentaries. One place where this type would work very well would be in an exhibition space, such as an art gallery or a museum. Poetic documentaries can be an immersive experience, which is generally better for the type of film that they are. With most poetic documentaries, to fully understand their meaning and the full narrative, the viewer must pay full attention. With some documentaries, such as Plant Earth (2006), you are able to look away for a moment and not lose the thread of the narrative. Poetic documentaries likely wouldn’t be shown on television and be enjoyed by mass audiences.
I would like to aim to show my documentary in an exhibition space on a big screen, and know that the local council can be helpful in allowing students to use empty shops in Carmarthen. This could be an option.
I have also considered, that as my documentary would be bilingual, in the way that it would have both English and Welsh language both spoken and written, as was what would have been the case in 1839 when the Rebecca Riots took place, that I may be able to approach S4C, the Welsh television station, to see if they may be interested in airing it. It is culturally relevant and would be of interest to local people. I will be uploading the documentary to YouTube, Facebook and Vimeo, to give it a good chance of being viewed, though not until after I have shown it in an exhibition space if that proves successful in being arranged.
The main ethical issue surrounding poetic documentaries is approaching matters in a way as to have the documentary portray the meaning it was intended. I will be making a historical documentary with a poetic approach, the difficulty in this is that the historical facts are portrayed and are received by audiences as they are meant to and that the story, timeline are understood and the reason for the documentary being made is clear.
The main ethical concern I have had so far with planning my own documentary is the costume that the rioters wore. They wore women’s clothes and painted their faces black to hide their identity.  A white person painting their skin black now would not be seen the same as 1839 and although historically accurate I don’t want to have any form of questioning coming from this or being a distraction to the meaning of the piece. Not including this won’t affect the narrative and I can still make their skin look dirty and have it more like war-paint. 
The other ethical considerations I have had to make are the historical accuracy, which includes; costume, language and timeline. I have had to do a lot of research to confirm that I have researched these to the best of my abilities. I have also found voice actors which represent the accents that would have been most similar to the time, older fashioned and localized accents.
During pre-production of my documentary I have had to really plan the narrative of my documentary which proved a little harder than I initially thought. The main difficulty in planning the timeline of events has been that every historical account has missed out key events or moved key events around. I had to research through archive newspapers to find the correct timeline and to read several different books to work out which was fanciful storytelling and what actually happened. 
I have then had to plan exactly what shots I will need to tell the story effectively in way which can be clearly understood and also done without a huge number of actors. For example, I have had to creatively think on a way which will show that two thousand people on foot and three thousand people on horseback that met at remote village public house and travelled to the Water Street Toll Gate ready to riot. I will do this through noise, shots of the pub, and a time-lapse filmed from a car journey following the same route they would have done. Rather than show many actors when they meet at the toll gate, I will draw an illustration of people over the scene through a photoshop layer and have it fade in to many more people.
Through the research I have done into past documentaries in the poetic mode I have been inspired on ways to create my own, through many different ways of story-telling. The much older documentaries of the silent era tell their stories through just visuals as well as Baraka. The narratives are effective without sound. The others show the importance of using sound design and don’t depend on the narrative being told straight forward through Voice over and are a mix of both. If I can achieve the narrative effectively in my own documentary as clearly as these I have looked at, I will have achieved my goal.
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