
Claiming the Real: Documentary Grierson and
Beyond
When John Grierson coined the term "documentary" in 1926, he envisioned
a type of filmmaking that would "interpret the world in terms of the
everyday." Grierson believed that documentaries could provide a valuable
public service by educating and informing audiences about important social
and political issues. He also argued that documentaries should be "real" in
the sense that they should accurately depict the world as it is.
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Grierson's vision of documentary filmmaking has been influential for
generations of filmmakers. However, the question of what constitutes a
"real" documentary has been a subject of debate for decades. Some
filmmakers believe that documentaries should be strictly observational,
while others believe that it is acceptable to use reenactments or other
forms of manipulation. There is also debate over the extent to which
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documentaries should be shaped by the filmmaker's own subjective
perspective.

This article will explore the evolution of documentary filmmaking from
Grierson's early work to the present day. We will examine the ongoing
debate over the definition of "real" documentary and discuss the ethical and
aesthetic challenges faced by documentary filmmakers.

Grierson and the Early Documentary Movement

John Grierson was born in Scotland in 1898. He began his career as a film
critic and screenwriter before becoming involved in the production of
documentaries. In 1933, he founded the General Post Office Film Unit
(GPO Film Unit),which produced a number of influential documentaries,
including Night Mail (1936) and Coal Face (1936).

Grierson's documentaries were characterized by their observational style
and their focus on social and political issues. He believed that
documentaries could be a powerful tool for social change and that they
should be used to inform and educate audiences about the world around
them.

The GPO Film Unit was disbanded in 1939, but Grierson continued to work
as a documentary filmmaker throughout his life. He made a number of
important films, including The Battle of Britain (1940) and World Without
End (1956).

The Evolution of Documentary Filmmaking

Since Grierson's time, documentary filmmaking has evolved in a number of
ways. One of the most significant changes has been the move away from



observational cinema towards more participatory forms of filmmaking. This
change has been driven in part by the development of new technologies,
such as the handheld camera and the digital recorder, which have made it
easier for filmmakers to interact with their subjects.

Another significant change in documentary filmmaking has been the
increasing use of reenactments and other forms of manipulation. This trend
has been controversial, with some critics arguing that it undermines the
authenticity of documentaries. However, other critics have argued that
reenactments and other forms of manipulation can be used to create more
engaging and effective documentaries.

The debate over the definition of "real" documentary is likely to continue for
many years to come. There is no easy answer to this question, as it
depends on a number of factors, including the filmmaker's intentions, the
methods used to make the film, and the audience's expectations.

Ethical and Aesthetic Challenges

Documentary filmmakers face a number of ethical and aesthetic
challenges. One of the most important ethical challenges is the need to
balance the desire for authenticity with the need to protect the privacy of
subjects. Filmmakers must also be careful not to exploit or manipulate their
subjects.

Aesthetically, documentary filmmakers must find ways to make their films
engaging and visually appealing. They must also be able to tell a
compelling story, while still adhering to the principles of documentary
filmmaking.



The challenges facing documentary filmmakers are significant, but they are
also what make documentary filmmaking such a rewarding and important
art form. Documentary films can provide us with a unique window into the
world around us and can help us to understand the human condition.

Documentary filmmaking has come a long way since John Grierson first
coined the term in 1926. Today, documentaries are being used to explore a
wide range of topics, from the most personal to the most political.
Documentary filmmakers are constantly pushing the boundaries of the
genre, and they are finding new and innovative ways to tell stories about
the world around us.

The future of documentary filmmaking is bright. As technology continues to
evolve, filmmakers will have access to new tools and techniques that will
allow them to create even more powerful and engaging films. We can
expect to see more documentaries that challenge our assumptions about
the world and that help us to see it in new ways.
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