Mockumentaries: Did ‘The Office’ change comedy?

Introduction – 481
Have you ever heard a joke that you just didn’t find funny or even found offensive? Would you laugh at other people’s misfortune, people you don’t know who have just had a bad day? If you haven’t, then you’re probably just like everyone else, but I would wager that you’d enjoy and find most mockumentaries and comedies funny. The summary for the mockumentary film Popstar: Never Stop Never Stopping uses the line “When it becomes clear that his solo album is a failure, a former boy band member does everything in his power to maintain his celebrity status.” (IMDb, 2019) As the last line in order to sell the film. So tell me, what’s the difference between what happens in a good mockumentary and what I’d mentioned before? Nothing really, yet people seem to find latter enjoyable and humorous, and that’s fine, mockumentaries are designed to conjure a chuckle. 
Looking at the use of comedy in mockumentaries and the modern media is a topic that I find to be very interesting for many reasons. One of these reasons is the fact that I personally like to watch mockumentary films and mostly enjoy the genre of comedy on a whole, including the many subgenres and connected genres, such as sitcoms, parodies and slapstick. They all seem to have a very distinct feeling, specific outlooks on their topics and a varied difference in the way that they use comedy and humour. Where these forms of media are all united under the term and grouping of Comedy, there are plenty of differences between them all that could warrant some of these subgenres becoming their own genres. 
However my main reason for researching the topic of how comedy is used in mockumentaries and in the modern media is the fact that I’m hoping to write and direct a mockumentary for my major project next year. I’m currently writing a key scene for this mockumentary and also to submit it for my current module, and then hopefully successfully direct the key scene in order to get a rough idea of how a mockumentary is constructed and to also add to my growing portfolio. Having to write a comedic script in the style of a mockumentary and also prepare to direct a key scene and eventually a short film in the style of a mockumentary has given me a great reason to examine how mockumentaries are different to comedies.
Key word – 888 - History of mockumentary
In the oxford dictionary a mockumentary is defined as “a television programme or film which takes the form of a serious documentary in order to satirize its subject” (Oxford Dictionaries | English, 2019). In this chapter I want to begin to explore the history of the mockumentary subgenre, the evolution and growth of comedy films and television series to mockumentaries and various other topics surrounding the subgenres history. I personally want to investigate the history of mockumentaries as it will not only help my understanding of the subgenre grow, but I also believe that this will allow for me to gain more enjoyment out of comedy mockumentary films and television shows as this will provide the context and reasoning behind some of the choices in humour and to some extent even the story. I’ve decided that I’m going to explore this topic by investigating the evolution and growth of mockumentaries and the general history of mockumentaries, as well as the filmmakers and comedians behind some of these films and television shows. I will be looking at examples of early mockumentaries such as ‘The Connection’ by Shirley Clarke and ‘A Hard Days Night’ by Richard Lester, along with inspirations of the sub-genre. I also hope to drawing connections between the two smaller subjects as well as begin to draw connections within the smaller subjects, like how has the experimentation within the genre of comedy in film and television not only led to the creation of the sub-genre of mockumentary but also many other sub genres as well. During this topic I hope to raise many different questions for myself as well as try to find answers to them and the many questions that I already have about comedy, but more interestingly to me, the questions I have about the sub-genre of mockumentary.
The mockumentary genre is a combination of both the comedy and documentary genres that tends to utilise the styles of filming and different techniques used in documentaries to not only subvert expectation, but to also bring to life a very natural feeling of comedy. But where did this idea come from? This was a big question that I wanted to answer for my own benefit, and one that clarify my some of my ideas regarding the connection between early mockumentaries and the comedies of the same era. Well from what I can tell from the research that I’ve done, the term mockumentary became a popularly used term in 1980s thanks to the film ‘This Is Spinal Tap’ by Rob Reiner. This is one of the reasons why ‘This Is Spinal Tap’ is widely thought to be the first mockumentary, which could be considered true since it was the first film or television show to use the term mockumentary. However there were many other films that followed the same conventions as a mockumentary that were made during the 1960s and 1970s, before ‘This Is Spinal Tap’, these were named mock-documentaries and were what I believe to be prototype mockumentaries if not the very first mockumentaries. Such films as ‘David Holzman’s Diary’, ‘Pat Paulsen for President’ and the first feature-length mockumentary ‘A Hard Day’s Night’. Most of the early incarnations of the sub-genre have been noted as inspired by a group of very distinct and different films, television series and even radio series from different genres to my surprise. Luis Bunuel’s ‘Land without Bread’, Orson Wells’ ‘The War of The Worlds’ and several different April fools pranks are mostly named as early inspiration for mockumentaries, and there are many clear comparisons to be made between these and mockumentaries. There are the documentary elements from the ‘Land without Bread’, the realistic format of how the story is told from the radio recording of ‘The War of The Worlds’, and the natural and realistic comedy from the different April fools pranks, which to me seem to be the most interesting parts of mockumentaries, the distinct comedy that evolved from pranks and jokes into mockumentaries. 
How do you determine whether it’s ok to laugh at someone else’s misery and hardship, the core ideas of a mockumentary? As Alan Alda’s character Lester states in the film ‘Crimes and Misdemeanors’ “Comedy is tragedy plus time” (Crimes and Misdemeanors, 1989) which is fairly accurate in a broad sense, but can this be applied directly to the genre of mockumentary? Well, yes to a certain extent as entire films and television series within this genre can be based around tragedy, but the time aspect of the equation is a bit harder to justify. It depends on what tragedy the audiences focus is pulled towards, if its tragedy that the mockumentary is trying to satire, then there is a good chance that enough time has passed to joke about it, but do the same rules apply to the tragedy of the character. No they don’t, and that’s one of the main differences between mockumentaries and main stream comedies, mockumentaries tend to use a lot more jokes at their main characters expense rather than written jokes told by these characters. This to me seems to be how the genre of Comedy has evolved into so many different sub genres. The evolution of comedy to mockumentary seems to refine certain elements of humour, films and television shows of this genre tend to become more natural and focused on making jokes out of the main characters flaws and problems. 
Key word – 781 - British and American Mockumentaries
During this chapter I’m hoping to explore British and American Mockumentaries and the difference between them. The reason why I’ve decided to research this topic is because I find it to be an interesting topic and I think it will benefit my major project to know what type of mockumentary and what themes I want to use. I’m planning on looking at the differences between the American and British versions of both comedy and mockumentary, and compare and contrast by looking at different examples of films television shows within these genres. Examples like ‘Come fly with me’, ‘Parks and Recreation’ and even different versions of the same show like the British ‘The Inbetweeners’ and the American ‘The Inbetweeners’.
This is another theme and differentiation in comedy that comes in the form of different views and different takes on the genre, this can be mostly distinguished by different cultures, how people have been raised and what kind of humour people have grown up with. Arguably the biggest difference in this genre comes when talking about British and American comedy and humour, and for me personally I see this as a big difference and have noticed this difference several times while watching mockumentaries and comedies from both nations. I was raised in the UK and was exposed to mostly British humour throughout my childhood and even through some of my teenage years. Only in the last 6 years or so, have I been taking in the American comedy genre more and taking more notice of not only American comedy films and television shows but also the American comedians behind the films and television shows and even American stand-up comedians. But in the last 2 or 3 years, I’ve really began to look more at these comedies and even look back at some older comedies and remakes of British comedies, such as the American ‘The Office’, ‘Parks and Recreation’, and ‘It’s Always Sunny In Philadelphia’. All three of these comedy television shows are ones I really enjoyed, but differently to how I have enjoyed British comedies and mockumentaries. But what is the difference between American and British comedies, and more specifically American and British mockumentaries? Stephen Fry seemed to find a good analogy for this difference while answering an audience question about the difference.
“You know that scene in Animal House where there’s a fellow playing folk music on the guitar, and John Belushi picks up the guitar and destroys it. And the cinema loves it. [Belushi] just smashes it and then waggles his eyebrows at the camera. Everyone thinks, “God, is he great!” Well, the British comedian would want to play the folk singer. We want to play the failure.” (Fry, 2012)
There are quite a few comparisons that can be made between different mockumentaries form both the UK and the USA, but a great example I realised would be both ‘The Office’ UK and ‘The Office’ USA. At a quick glance it may seem that both of these television shows are too similar or are even just the same show set in different locations, and maybe the latter is true to some extent, as maybe the locations have more of an effect on the characters than first thought, America seems to be depicted as being more optimistic and generally more hopeful than Britain is in these television shows. A great example of this within both television shows are their endings, both shows begin in similar parts they begin to diverge and head down different directions and although the set up for the finales for both shows are similar if not the same, they make different character choices that I believe support Stephen Fry’s statement. The finales consist of a reunion after a time jump where the cast gather to celebrate different events (a Christmas party in ‘The Office’ UK and a wedding in ‘The Office’ USA) after the release of the documentaries regarding they’re companies. There are many differences when looking at where most characters finish, but I would like to look specifically at the endings for the main characters of each show; David Brent and Michael Scott. Where Michael Scott ends up happy and finding peace by the end of the American ‘The Office’, David Brent ends up stuck in the same place he has been throughout the series, he is still craving attention and looking for acceptance. The same pattern can be seen in many different characters throughout the shows, the American ‘The Office’ ends more optimistically and all the characters get their happy endings, however the British ‘The Office’ has their characters either stuck with their problems having gained nothing, having never changed throughout the series or even ending with uncertainty. In other words American comedy can be described as self-aggrandizing, and British comedy can be described as self-deprecating.
Key word – 221 - Major Project
Throughout this entire dissertation proposal, I’ve given many different reasons as to why I wanted to research these specific topics and their surrounding discussions and ideas. However the main reason I wanted to take advantage of this dissertation proposal and explore the world mockumentaries and comedies, is to help me create and develop a better major project next year. For my major project I’m planning to direct and possibly write a mockumentary about a young man who takes part in a charity MMA fight, I got the idea from my friend as he has taken part in an MMA fight for charity. I wanted to explore this genre for my major project as I’ve had recent interest in the genre and I really enjoy these types of films. I was mostly inspired by the film ‘Popstar: Never Stop Never Stopping’, a mockumentary about a famous singer who has a fall from grace as his latest album receives awful reviews. I want to create a mockumentary in a similar style to ‘Popstar: Never Stop Never Stopping’ but with a British sense of humour, and I feel that the research that I’ve done throughout this dissertation proposal will help me enhance my major project and even understand the work that I need to put into this project in order to achieve my goal.
Conclusion – 107
Well, has the office really changed comedy? Yes, I believe that it has, but I couldn’t tell you how, I mean it’s clearly opened up a new avenue of comedy to explore in the mainstream, but it’s effects are still being felt today as studios give to the greenlight to risky films and different types of comedies, and to be honest, I think we’ll be feeling it’s effect for a few decades more. Throughout this dissertation proposal I hope that I have proven that the topic of how comedy is used differently in modern media and the exploration into the genre of mockumentaries is worth exploring fully in a dissertation next year. I hope that I have proven this by looking at the three main themes and topics within this dissertation proposal that are the history of mockumentaries, British and American mockumentaries and my major project, and by looking at quotes and statements by many industry experts such as Stephen Fry. I believe that I can use everything mention to further my education within the field of film and television.
Bibliography
Crimes and Misdemeanors. (1989). [film] Directed by W. Allen. Orion Pictures.
Fry, S. (2012). Stephen Fry on American vs British comedy. [video] Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8k2AbqTBxao [Accessed 13 May 2019].
IMDb. (2019). Popstar: Never Stop Never Stopping (2016) - IMDb. [online] Available at: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt3960412/ [Accessed 13 May 2019].
Oxford Dictionaries | English. (2019). mockumentary | Definition of mockumentary in English by Oxford Dictionaries. [online] Available at: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mockumentary [Accessed 13 May 2019].





[bookmark: _GoBack]	
