MOCKUMENTARY, DOCUMENTARY, DOCUDRAMA, THE MEDIA CRISIS.





A short while ago I received an invitation from Kier-La Janisse to attend the Winnipeg Documentary Project in September.    When I explained that I rarely travel with my work or speak in public anymore, Kier-La proposed that I send a DVD on which I could speak to the conference about issues of concern regarding documentary today, especially the role of the ‘mockumentary’ genre.   





After some reflection, I have decided to send written notes instead.  I feel more comfortable about this process; I find the notion of asking people to sit and watch me speak on the screen for 30 or 40 minutes somewhat off-putting, and - frankly - a little hierarchical.   Having said that, there are also problems with a written text like this, since words formulated on paper can appear stiff and dogmatic, and lack the fluidity and exchange of a face-to-face discussion.   There is also the time factor - within relatively  few pages - of how to cover even some of the many complex issues surrounding the role of documentary film and the mass audiovisual media today.





Anyway.   To the issues at stake.    Kier-La Janisse explained that many of my films predate what is now colloquially known as “mockumentary”, and that the latter has become a hugely popular style of filmmaking.    However, as Kier-La continued, she feels that the issue of mockumentary films has to be addressed, as  - in her words - “the genre is getting out of control and nowadays has become a gimmick rather than a subversive means of self-reflexivity ... It's not just the mockumentary problem, it's the documentary problem in general, resulting from what I see as oversaturation of media and the accessibility of cameras and equipment. As a [festival] programmer I find that 80% of films I get submitted are documentaries, and 60% of those are amateur documentaries done by people who chose documentary because they somehow think it is an "easy" genre to work in.”��Kier-La was interested in how I respond to these issues, especially since several of my own films, including Culloden, The War Game and Punishment Park, are often held to be works that pioneered the genre that was first known as Docudrama and then (apparently) morphed into this later ‘mock’ version?     





Before I respond here, I would like to give a brief background to my work.   My films (and my public texts regarding what I now refer to as the ‘media crisis’) have always - from the very beginning - been dedicated to opposing the traditional process and techniques of the Hollywood-style cinema, and the standardised Monoform audiovisual process of  TV.   In my opinion, both forms of media manipulate the public, in either the name of “harmless” entertainment or “objective” and “impartial” audiovisual messages.     





To extend on this - by ‘media crisis’ I refer to what I believe to be the heavily counter-productive role played by the global mass audiovisual media (the MAVM) since their marked expansion following the development of TV in the 1950s.   The consequences of this role (direct or indirect) include the increase of aggression and militarism in different forms all over the planet, including the general public acceptance of the escalating global arms race and the proliferation of nuclear-weapon-states; the forced development of capitalist economies and the mass consumer society with all their attendant ills including the environmental destruction of the planet; a marked increase in various forms of social paranoia against the “other” including expanded prisons and longer penal sentences, borders, walls, racism and xenophobia, along with a marked decline in civil liberties and genuine freedom of expression (including ironically within the MAVM.)





One reaction to the prior paragraph may be, “These accusations are rather a lot to


swallow!   How do you know all this, and aren’t you overdoing it a little?”    A second reaction may be, “TV and the cinema could never have this kind of effect on the social process!    Surely you are exaggerating their role and their effect?”  





To put these into perspective, I would like to offer the following thoughts:   





First, the role of the contemporary MAVM has to be seen in the widest and most holistic sense, to understand the damage they are doing.   We need to consider the basic AGENDAS of the MAVM, in all their range of themes treated (and not treated), and their impact on the public.  Greed, competitiveness, the endless promulgation of the consumer society, the worship of celebrity, the priorities of the ego rather than collectivity, racism and  sexism in all their forms, aggression (both thematic and via the editing form) ... all these and many other negative elements can be found threaded throughout the daily output of the MAVM, especially TV.   Hardly surprisingly, they have been extremely effective in encouraging the kind of societies that have allowed the development of the environmental disaster, as well as the growth of globalized (and militarized) economies with their selective benefits for the rich and middle-class, and exploitation of the poor.





Secondly, there are multiple subterranean effects to be taken into account, caused not only by the detrimental nature of the MAVM agendas, but by the language forms used, most especially the Monoform.  These language forms build additional fragmentation, depolitization and privatization into the social process.   The resulting combination of agenda and language form is deadly, one reinforcing the other, and our battered planet, with its shattered ideals and dying species, is proof of the damage being done - to our feelings, sensitivities, imagination, memories and sense of history, even to our basic attention span, our energy, our will to react.  It is  no wonder that we have allowed the global disaster to develop in the way it has!





“Well, these are your opinions!” may be the response.   Yes, these are my own opinions, of course.   But if in fact you hold detailed meetings and discussions with the public on the subject of the mass media, it is extremely likely that the combined wisdom found therein will often reveal these and many other problematic consequences of the role of the MAVM.   





Thirdly, proof positive of the problem is the silence - the undisputable reality that these consequences of the MAVM agenda and language forms are not discussed in public, or within the corridors of the media.   No matter how much one denies the media crisis, no-one can deny the existence of this silence, which is a testament not only to the efficiency of the media’s attempts to marginalize all mention of the crisis, but to the parallel role of the education system, which has utterly failed - in its own agendas - to draw the links between the role of the MAVM and many of the problems now besetting the planet.





The silence - not only on the media crisis but also on its many links with the environmental crisis - is sustained by a systemic repression within the professional media.   This in turn has led to a marked (and deliberately encouraged) lack of knowledge by the public on these issues, a lack of knowledge which is fed by the collapse of critical thinking in global education systems (especially within the field of media education) towards the role of the MAVM.





Peering deeper into this crisis, we find the systematic use of the homogeneous Monoform in all forms of contemporary audiovisual media, sustained by a huge support network of film, tv and documentary festivals and conferences around the world.  A constant in this global phenomenon is the resistance by most of the professionals involved to opening up the form and process of the mass audiovisual media to the public. This again is reinforced by what is happening in education systems, where young people are encouraged to continue their progress through civic society as non-critical consumers of products and processes (including the MAVM) which are counter-productive to the health of the planet; where young people are denied any form of democratic education which would encourage them to create alternative forms of audiovisual communication.





I will return to the media crisis (and in particular the role played by repression and the use of the Monoform)  in a moment.  But what of the role of so-called ‘mockumentary’ within this situation?     





‘Mockumentary’ is described in Wikipedia as a “pseudo-documentary” This leads to another question which we will come to in a moment - what is ‘documentary’?





Wikipedia continues that Mockumentary is “.. a documentary recording real life, but is in fact fictional.   It is a commonly used medium for parody and satire.  They are often used to analyze current events and issues by using a fictional setting around it .. Examples of this type of satire date back at least to the 1950s (a very early example was a short piece on the Swiss Spaghetti Harvest that appeared as an April Fool's joke on the British television program Panorama in 1957), though the term "mockumentary" is thought to have first appeared in the mid-1980s when This is Spinal Tap director Rob Reiner used it in interviews to describe that film.”





If we accept this definition of ‘mockumentary’ as a staged or fictionalised depiction of ‘reality’ then we need to understand that its beginnings go much further back than the 1950s.    To take fake news footage as an example, we first find it appearing in film coverage of the Boer War and World War One.   





Newsreels (such as those of Charles Pathé, Vitagraph, Gaumont, etc) appeared with increasing regularity in the early decades of the twentieth century.  According to Raymond Fielding, in his book about the famous March of Times series, “For every genuine news film photographed under difficult and sometimes dangerous conditions, an equal amount of energy was spent by the same producers to fake outstanding news events of the day .. Realistically staged re-creations of famous events, based upon reliable information and duplicating insofar as possible the location, participants, and circumstances of the original. These films were generally designed to deceive audiences” (my italics). 





Further variants of the ‘mockumentary’ would include Orson Welles’ The War of the Worlds (1938) in which he used all the techniques of the radio newsbroadcast; the 1950s US TV Series You are There, hosted by Walter Kronkite and using re-enactment to depict historical events: "The Landing of the Hindenburg", "The Salem Witchcraft Trials", "The Gettysburg Address", "The Fall of Troy", etc. 





And what of the developments in the Italian cinema during the 1940s, with the creation of Neorealism, a style of film characterized by stories set amongst the poor and working class, filmed on location, frequently using nonprofessional actors?  Films such as Rome, Open City, Bicycle Thieves, La Terra Trema, Umberto D?  In these films, directors such as Rossellini, de Sica and Visconti used a ‘documentary’ visual style, the avoidance of neatly plotted stories, and a conversational speech as opposed to literary dialogue (a precursor to improvised dialogue).





What of Francois Truffaut’s The 400 Blows, filmed in 1959 - a remarkable documentary style feature film showing the difficulties of childhood?   Or the ‘documentary’ films produced (miraculously!) within the BBC in the early and middle 1960s, by Ken Russell (Elgar and The Debussy Film), myself (Culloden and The War Game), Ken Loach (Cathy Come Home), etc.





The BBC films mentioned here all used forms of reenactment, and / or a ‘documentary’ style, but were different to each other, and remind us of the wide variety of forms and methods of ‘documentary’ reconstruction in existence since the beginning of the cinema, and suggest that the term ‘mockumentary’ (with its somewhat superficial and - excuse the pun - mocking connotation) does a considerable disservice to the entire genre.   Actually, Wikipedia and other sources are partly responsible for this disservice, emphasizing as they do the satirical and spoof side of the genre, and not properly emphasizing the full range of its potentially serious usage.





As a matter of further interest, and as Wikipedia notes earlier, the name ‘mockumentary’ was not used until the 1980s - prior to that many of the films listed here (certainly those from the BBC in the 1960s) were known as  ‘docudramas’ or ‘social-realist’ films.   Even Wikipedia muddies these waters by placing Culloden and The War Game both within its listing of ‘mockumentaries’ and ‘docudrama’.





So, given the confusion as to what compromises a ‘mockumentary’ what about the


term ‘documentary’?  Here the ‘mockumentary’ riddle pales in significance!   A contributor to an Internet item on docudrama wrote, “I don't like to watch docudramas because I like to know what is fiction and what is "true facts"   This raises a further kettle of questions regarding what is “fiction” and what are “true facts”?    





The general implication has always been that a so-called ‘documentary’ film is an “objective” treatment of reality, and that if you see a subject depicted in a documentary film, what you are seeing is “true”.    Being neither worldly or experienced enough to understand the contradictions within the MAVM when I was an assistant producer back in the 1960s, I never realised - at that time - the damage being done by senior BBC documentary executives who drummed into us that our professional obligation was to never insert our own opinion or values into anything we produced, because this defiled the “objectivity” and “impartiality” of our films.    





Interestingly, I also don’t remember ever being told at the BBC that the definition of documentary by John Grierson (often regarded as the father of ‘documentary’ film) was the "creative treatment of actuality" (my italics).    So I can well imagine the internal turmoil at the BBC caused films such as The War Game, as they sought grounds of ‘non-objectivity’ to justify banning the film for 20 years.  Indeed their confusion is emphasised by their denunciation of the film because it gives the impression that what it shows [a nuclear strike on Britain] could happen to those who might be watching it ..   





What would those BBC executives have made of such recent so-called  ‘documentaries’ as “The Corporation”, “Super-size Me”, or the films of Michael Moore - films which use the audiovisual form in the most aggressive, fragmented and audience-assaulting form possible?





A common problematic in nearly all so-called ‘documentary’ films is their direct relationship with the Monoform.  This language form - which I analyse on my website [www.mnsi.net/~pwatkins] - has not only shaped the structure of Hollywood films and global cinema since the 1920s, it has constantly been used by both by TV corporations and independent filmmakers to structure ‘documentary’ as well as docudrama and ‘mockumentary’ films.  





In my own films I have tried to work on the self-reflexive and subversive possibilities within the docudrama genre, to draw attention to the way in which my own presentation of ‘reality’ is a highly constructed and personal one.   Equally importantly - especially in my later films - I have tried to allow the public to insert their own feelings and thoughts into the process of viewing my films.   This has entailed experiments over the years with the use of expanded time and space (for the audience), complex overlapping of sound, image and theme, along with attempts to break away from the hierarchical dictates of synchronisation.  An even more important aspect of these experiments has been an attempt to involve the cast (mostly non-professionals) in the development of the films, and in what is expressed in them.





In addition I have always tried to challenge the so-called ‘Fourth wall’ between filmmaker and audience by acknowledging the presence of the camera, and the omnipotence of the customary commentary by a narration form which is full of ambiguities and changes of authorial position (subjective, so-called ‘objective’, etc). 





However, it was not until the mid-1970s (during a summer course I taught at Columbia University) that I realized the full extent of the Monoform throughout the MAVM, and the fact that I also had been using this language form, in films ranging from Culloden to Punishment Park.





It bears repeating here that there have been very, very few debates, in the halls of either the mass media or academia, about the role of the Monoform in the MAVM, and about the immense contradictions and deceptions this forced language form has placed on the viewing of supposedly ‘factual’ films such as documentaries, and TV programmes such as newsbroadcasts - not to mention the extreme limitations it has placed on the creative development of the cinema and TV in general.





Astoundingly, even way back in the 1960s, while we were taught the professional ethics of ‘objectivity’ and ‘impartiality’, the manipulations of the Monoform were never mentioned!  These manipulations - inherent in the structure and purpose of the Monoform - totally deny and contradict any concept of ‘objectivity’ or ‘neutrality’ (even if these aims were possible within the audiovisual media - which almost certainly they are not!).   Furthermore, the use of the Monoform in a film implies (consciously or not) an authoritarian and hierarchical position on the part of the filmmaker and producers towards the audience.   This also is never discussed.   





Given this state of affairs, it is startling (or perhaps not) to realize that the Monoform is the basic filmic narrative and editing structure which has been taught in film and TV schools since time immemorial.   It is founded on the automatic asumption by the MAVM (though never vocalised as such), that the fundamental role of a film and the filmmaker is to grab the attention of the audience from the word ‘go’, and to use the Monoform to do everything possible to hold their attention until the very end.





What might already seem a major aberration on the part of the cinema and TV industries takes a decided turn for the sinister, when one considers the willful and persistent blocking by the MAVM of any attempt to debate this problem, either within the profession or in public.





Perhaps it is towards this end (the suppression of a public debate on the future alternative roles of the cinema and TV), that both industries - TV especially - have embarked on a major process of dumbing-down over the past 20 years or so.  It seems likely that the human species is very attracted to the ‘story’ or the ‘fable’, with their classic narrative structures (beginning, development, climax, end), and  similarly to the known hypnotic effects of rapid visual editing.   And it seems that the MAVM have deliberately taken, used, and abused these traditions and these techniques for ends that are not always - to put it delicately - in the best interests of society.





Indeed, the dumbing-down of the MAVM in the past two or three decades has had dreadful consequences - not only on the creative potential of TV and the cinema, but also on the entire social and political process around the world.   If Kier-La Janisse is correct when she writes that many are using the ‘mockumentary’ genre now as a gimmick, then - allowing for the inevitable exceptions - the latest wave of pseudo-documentaries (and their awesomely dreadful cousins the ‘reality shows’), are hardly helping to resolve the media crisis.





However, important distinctions must be made here.   First, the metamorphosis in the drama-documentary genre is but a fractional part of the media crisis, and should be seen within the context of the overall state of TV on every level. The original tenets of mass communications were - it might be hard to recall - not only those of entertainment, but of serious communication with the public.  Those days seem to have long disappeared - morphed into forms of media that now place maximum priority on pace, style, sensation, commercialism, and viewing figures. 





Given that TV and film festivals are meeting places between the products of the MAVM  and the public, one can be excused for believing that festivals are venues where these vital issues could be publicly aired, and where critical debate and reform could be generated.    Tragically, the reverse has generally been the case.  In fact, given the extent of the media crisis as we are beginning to understand it, it is revealing to see the amazing growth in a particular form of international media festival: the hyped-up event dedicated to endlessly promoting “cutting edge” films and TV documentaries “of excellence” that allegedly “push the envelope”.    





What is interesting in this context is the growth of a sub-language of wildly exaggerated (and completely inaccurate) buzz words, endlessly repeated (the vocabulary seems to exist of about 20 key words), and used indiscrimately to push “events”.  It is not careful human processes, in which space and time for growth, understanding and interaction are important, but high pressure, fragmented, speedy, chopped-up, instant-gratification “events” which are now the priority.





As I wrote earlier, a key feature of the media crisis has been the silence regarding its consequences on  society.  An extension of this is the repression within the MAVM which ensures that this silence continues, year after year.  This means that the media crisis is not discussed anywhere by the public (people in general are mostly unaware of it and its many implications), nor is it ever mentioned at global media events such as film festivals and professional TV gatherings.  Quite the reverse: in most of these affairs it is business as usual, with endless ‘pushing-the-envelope’ discussions, buzz about the latest ‘hot’ personality or film, interminable ‘Master Classes’ and Q and A sessions, and the latest in this terrifying arsenal - the demeaning ritual of  the ‘pitching session’ to sell one’s latest film project , and the chance to grovel at a lunchtime seat next to a commissioning editor.





Of course, there are exceptions.  But most media ‘events’, especially the new form of major international film festivals, which (sadly) include many dealing with documentary films, are like this.   Even if red carpet and celebrity appearances are in evidence more at some than others, a common factor is the super-market-style scheduling of several hundred films (I believe that the Toronto Film Festival recently showed over 300 films), creating - of course - an environment of intense fragmentation and audiovisual overload.





A grave disservice by these events (as much to the public as to the profession) is their worship of quantity over quality, mass consumption and instant gratification over thoughtful reflection, and superficial Q and A sessions with celebrity media professionals over meaningful discussion with the audience.   What is also revealing is how the chopped-up structures of the Monoform are now being repeated in the structural organization of these events, with all the resulting restrictions on time to express onself, assimilate and reflect.





I am sure that a number of MAVM professionals today would agree that we are suffering from an oversaturation of the media, but surely it is film festivals and similar events that also encourage this process, habituating the public to using film only in a superficial manner, rather than as the basis for a critical debate.   





For those who believe that I am exaggerating the various aspects of this crisis, I recommend going to the websites of some of the contemporary film festivals and global TV congresses.   The publicity material, and the events themselves, point to media professions which seem to have lost direction and meaning, and are caught in a maze of contradictions and delusional references to “excellence” on the one hand, while ruthlessly suppressing individuality on the other.  Of course, most film festivals would vigorously deny that they suppress individuality, and state instead that they promote it, by showing  a wide variety of diverse films, etc.    There are serious contradictions here too.





First, the liaison between screening venues and the sources of production is now too close to allow for independence and integrity, and major compromises are being made by these venues.   Most film festivals, for instance, never make reference to the existence of a repression within the MAVM, presumably for fear of upsetting their sponsors and their close links with the media.





Here, for example, are a few extracts from the recent Internet publicity for the Winnipeg International Film Festival: “ ...An opportunity to experience world class films is so important to the city's movie lovers... Manitoba hosts a burgeoning film industry with over $100 million in production annually... WIFF programs films of a wide variety, ranging from kids’ animation and comedy to hard hitting documentaries and tense dramas - our target is all of Winnipeg's citizens, from toddlers to great-grandparents .. Our programming is all original and the films come from so many different cultures - one of our most appealing aspects... Winnipeg audiences spending more of their entertainment dollars downtown; Winnipeg businesses recognizing WIFF as an exciting branding opportunity...”  





With respect to the Winnipeg Film festival (and their advertising is a very mild example of what exists elsewhere), there is a great deal missing from its publicity, and a number of serious contradictions in its claims.  Doesn’t the WIFF believe that local citizens have a right - as well as to seeing a great many films - to critical information regarding the effect of the same audiovisual media material on contemporary society?  What about public discussions regarding the creative crisis in TV and documentary film today?  What about discussions on the link between the role of the MAVM and the global evironmental catastrophe?   According to the latest information, there are now only 100 months left before the planet will have tipped beyond the point of no return in climate change.   Is not this - and the corresponding urgency for media reform - as valid a topic of discussion as what the festival will add to down-town business?  None of this is mentioned in the WIFF publicity - and probably doesn’t appear during the event itself.  





I doubt that many filmmakers will (or can) claim that they are producing films revealing the media crisis and its consequences, but I am sure that a number would protest that they are working to give information to the public about the environmental crisis.   However, the problem is that many documentaries on this, and most other subjects, are invariably constructed using the Monoform.  To produce a film dealing with a problem of serious import, while using a language form which is placing the film and its message into a hierarchical relationship with the audience, is a major and damaging contradiction. How has this come about?    





To their eternal shame, hordes of global TV commissioning editors and executives have bullied and frightened audiovisual workers into line over the past several decades, forcibly inserting the rigid structures of the Monoform into virtually every piece of material which comes across the screen. These commissioning editors  - most of whose names and faces (and roles) are completely unknown to the public - are primarily responsible for the media crisis as it exists now, and woe betide a filmmaker (or producer) who attempts to challenge their regulations, or assert creative independence.    





At the same time, unfortunately, many filmmakers are also responsible for this situation, either because they ignore the role of the Monoform, or minimize its significance.  Their rejection is reminiscent of those people who used to dismiss the dangers of smoking.  One of the arguments against the criticism of smoking was that it threatened the independence and freedom of the smoker.   Let’s be clear here.   I am not discussing the prohibition of either the Monoform or a filmmaker’s right to use it.  That is something that will clearly never happen!   What I am discussing is the right of other filmmakers to use other language forms, and to be allowed the same liberty of expression as is accorded by the MAVM to those using the Monoform.   





What I am discussing here is the right of other filmmakers to use filmic space, form, and process, in ways other than those impelled by the Monoform - which also means working with TIME in ways other than those dictated by commissioning editors with their absurd restrictions on ‘time strands’, and their fascistic ‘logic’ of the ‘universal clock’.   





I know that some filmmakers do raise the issue of standardisation - but the problem is that often it is addressed only in terms of imposed time limits, and themes that commissioning editors invariably consider “too risky” or “boring” to the audience.  Rarely does the issue of standardisation challenge the imposition of the Monoform per se.  Even more rarely does it address the role of the public, and the fact that they - not media professionals - suffer the most from today’s media crisis and the de facto ban imposed on public debate of this subject.   





Therefore, what I am discussing here, above all else, is the right of the public - of citizens in communities everywhere - to have access to a far richer, more complex, democratic and participatory form of mass communication than the dumbed-down and deadly dangerous farce that passes under that name at present.





It may well be that some filmmakers are using ‘mockumentary’ as a superficial gimmick, as a ‘style’ - rather than for the critical self-reflexion inherent in the genre.  Not having seen much of the current issue of ‘mockumentary’ films I cannot really comment, except to say that I hope that its use by some filmmakers might at least be indicative of a wish to break away from the unrealistic claim to ‘objectivity’ behind most standard documentary material shown on - and produced by - TV.





New cineastes, emerging from a compromised education system into a milieu filled with jaded media professionals, an absence of ethics, and filmmakers who are compromising with the best of them, discover that the majority of the MAVM today revolve around rewarding superficiality and sensationalism (with ‘out-of-the-box’ stuff thrown in for camouflage and self-delusion).   Without alternative guidance, without critical forms of education and encouragement  to practise or experiment with other filmic processes, many new filmmakers inevitably fall upon the easiest solutions at hand - especially if these are rewarded by the profession.   They may even actually believe that using techniques like ‘mockumentary’ will offer a step towards greater independence.





It is sometimes said within the MAVM profession that documentary filmmaking is a craft that requires a sense of discipline and aesthetic - the suggestion being that this would somehow limit the tide of amateur films being produced, and mitigate the unthinking use of easily available technology.    There are several problems here. 





First of all, the ‘craft’ that most filmmakers and media students are taught at countless professional film training schools and universities around the world is still largely based on the rigid rules and precepts of the Monoform, with all of its undemocratic consequences for the public.   Secondly, we do in fact need the involvement of the public - of  ‘amateurs’ - to bring reform to the mass audiovisual media, for only in that way can we effectively challenge the centralised power and control of the present MAVM elite.





I can imagine the question: “How exactly is the Monoform undemocratic for the public?”  The Monoform is undemocratic because its usage is imposed by a ruling elite within the MAVM.  It is undemocratic because its rhythms and spatial structures are designed to manipulate the audience, rather than to allow time or ways to enter and query the material. It is undemocratic because no information is given to the public - either by the MAVM or the education system - concerning its use and its effects.    





“But surely the Monoform has its place in the order of things?”  Yes, of course, in a genuinely democratic society - with full information on the effects of the MAVM, and a wide variety of audivisual language forms - it would have its place.  Many fine works of the cinema, that have enriched our culture and our thinking on the complexities of the human process, have used the Monoform, as have a number of important documentaries.  In these exceptions, the films have risen above the limitations of the Monoform.





But in comparison to the scale and breadth of the mass media (and global education systems), the exceptions remain just that - exceptions which fall outside the general direction of the media and society today.  In a global society such as the one that has developed over the past 30-40 years, wherein we have created an overload of audiovisual stimuli largely directed towards sustaining the privatised consumer society, the use of the Monoform � takes on a singularly negative aspect - especially given that its essentially hierarchical and divisive form inhibits public debate and collective action.     





In such an environment, the buzz words of commissioning editors, film festivals and global TV congresses seem singularly inappropriate, if not downright Orwellian.  And what strikes a singularly discordant note amongst this triumphalism is the silence within the MAVM on the repression which they are exercising on those media professionals who try to speak out against this crisis.





As a consequence of my own film work, including public statements criticising the role of the mass audiovisual media, most of the MAVM have long marginalized my films, and were it not for the support of several film teachers and media professionals, including Oliver Groom in Toronto, who has been releasing my work on DVD over the past five years or so, my work would have disappeared a long time ago.





I recently lived in Canada, where I hoped to develop my film work and critical media teaching.   When I proposed to the NFB that I work together with new filmmakers to help create alternative ways to confront the media crisis, the Commissioner basically replied, in a terse and blunt letter, that Canada already had filmmakers who were doing this, and that my services were not needed. 





In France, subsequent to my public critique of ARTE-TV for its attempt to suppress my last film, La Commune (which it co-produced), it has refused to broadcast my 1973 film on the Norwegian expressionist painter Edvard Munch - apparently claiming that it is not of a standard comparable to my other work, and therefore not of enough interest to viewers in France to justify a television screening.





As other filmmakers can testify (and I wish they would), these acts of intolerance are very typical of what is happening in the MAVM today.  If this manner of personal marginalization - born of fear and spite - has become standard MAVM practice towards a senior filmmaker, what future is there for novice serious filmmakers?   





The audiovisual media (where the crisis is at its most profound) will be with us for a long time to come.  My statement is intended to encourage the creation of ALTERNATIVE SPACES and PROCESSES for those who believe that the MAVM can, and should, be used in other ways.  In an ideal society, alternative forms of communication would not (could not!) replace the existing MAVM - they would run alongside them.  The contrast between them would create a rich and dynamic debate about the future of the MAVM in general - and the debate would allow for the development of a pluralist exchange between media professionals and the public.    





These exchanges could mean a huge change in the AGENDA of what is presented to the public.  Many presently banned subjects and alternative points of view regarding the future of the planet could be aired and discussed.  Even more importantly, these developments could mean an entire change in the PROCESS between media and public, and a diminuation in the present hierarcharical relationship between these two sectors.  This would inevitably enrich the public and political discourse (and, incidentally, play no small role in the creative development and enrichment of the cinema and TV as forms of public communication).  





If we lived in genuinely democratic systems, there would surely be no problem regarding the existence and practice of such alternatives.  Unfortunately we don’t - we aren’t even permitted the debate.    





I therefore appreciate this opportunity to express my views, and to open them to public discussion within a professional milieu.  This happens all too rarely, and for this I thank Kier-La Janisse and the Winnipeg Documentary Film Conference.   








Peter Watkins,


Felletin, France
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