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CHRONIQUE D’UN ETE

(France. Rouch and Marin. 1960)

From ils opening sequence, Chronigue dun ¢té
Clronicle of @ Sunmner self-=consciously procluined
its novelty: ~this film was not played by actors, but
lived by men and women who have given a few
moments of their lives (oa new ¢xperiment in ci-
e verité,” The film has since been celebruted us
A turning poind in the history of documentary film.

A joint project ol sociologist Edgar Morin und
filmmaker Jean Rouch, Chronigue dun dré was
conceived us a query into how Parisiuns lived
their lives, Tuking advantage of a newly portable
synch-sound technology that made it possible o
film people speaking  spontaneousty, the  [ilm-
makers ok to the street, stopping Parisians with
the question: ~Are you happy™" The Giim graduadly
comes Lo focus on o hindful ol characers:
worker, two immigrants, wd oo concentration
camp sursnor, Following them through the sum-
mer of 1960, the film achieved an unforgettable

portrait of its timey and breached a new way ol

[lmmuking  cioema veritd, Despite the confusion
penerated by this weem, Chronigue d dee did not
make simplistic cloims to wuthlulness, A self-
reflesive film il ever there wis one, it articulated
the question ol what truth means m the cineni.
with unprecedented foree and sophistication,

This experiment certainly did pol arise inoa

void, The name cirepig verid, a transhtion of

the Russin Adne pravda, wits meiant o honour a
predecessor, Dziga Vertov, who had done away
with actors and gone out into the vy in uan
attempt 1o cateh life unawares™ in the 1920s.
Another often-mentioned predecessor was Robert

Fluhery's Nenook of the North, The last seenes of

Chronigue o 'wn éte directly mirrored Flaherty’s
praciice of showing the film subjects rough cuts
and recording their reactions,

The experiment was also deeply rooted in its own
times. For those documentary  Gilmmakers who
were becoming weury of “showing fite in its Sunday
best™ (Morin, 1985; 4). the new portable syneh-
sound equipment opencd the way Lo unprecedented
explorations of the everyday. In its attempt to 4o
beyond “the official and the ritualised,” the cinena
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perite introduced by Chronigue d ue éé shared
many affinitivs with its American contemporary,
direct cinema (Rothman, 1997: 87).

The elussic distinetion helween cinemie verilg
and kindred experiments like direct cinema is that
“cinema verité provokes and purticipites, whereas
divect cinema observes™ (Rothman, 19970 87). In
Frik Barnouw s memorable tormulation, the film-
maker acts as o “eatalyst™ for the action of its
subjects (Barnow, 1993: 233). Rouch insisted that
“he did not Al reality as 0 was but reality as it
wis provoked in the aet of filmmuking, 10 i this
new reality. which would not exist apart from the
making of the fGim, tha the filming “dovuments’
revealing 4 new teuth, o cinema trath™ (Rothman,
[907: 87y, Tnsolar axs his subjects were concerned.
Rouch did aot iy o play dowi or disguise the
prosence of the camern. Assuming “the disjunction
caused by the very presence ol the camera,” he
expected that people will acte will lie. will be
uncomtbortahle.” und regarded “this manilestation
of this side of themselves as the most profound
revelution that anything a candid” camera or liv-
ing cinemy” could reveal™ (Eaton. 1979 al). in
other words, cinema verité is based on the premise

Chronique d'un é1é, 1960,
(51l conrtesy of the Brivist Filor lustinute]
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that the misks that people choose for thensels g,
and the way they wear them on sereem. can be
more telling than a soul-baring confession.

The truth that cinemi verite hopes 1o reseil s tis
akin o Upsychounidytic trath, that s, precisely that
which is lndden or repressed comes to the surface in
these roles™ that peaple pliy in front of the camera
(Morin. 1985: 5). From the very beginning, Morin

envistoned replacing the nterviews and dialogue of

traditionil documentary film with o “psychodrama
carried out collectively among authors and charac-
ters” (Maorin, 1985: 6), He believed that s intetsee-
tion between psyehoanalysis and [ wis “one of the
richest and least exploied universes of cinemito-
graphic expression”™ (Morin, 1983 6), The RO
of the catracters (o this psychounalyvtic side of the
cinemin verite expenment varied widely. These difler-

ences e polenuically articulined i the Tust scene of

the filme s the purticipunts opendy discuss ther
impressions of the rough cut, Thev are Lergely divided
into two camps that reproach cach other Tor hiving,
been cither o reul,”™ or “not real envugh,” This
polemic ervstallizes around the two wormen protio-
mists, Marceline and Marilow. Marilow argues tha
"o huave aotny spark of truth the character has 1o
be .. alone and on the verge ol g nervous breuk-
down™ (Feld, 1985 6X), This ix, ol course, enactly
how <he s throughout the i, baring her soul in
tete-a-tete with Morin, In her confession shetiempts
o communmcate her extreme alicnation rom the
world and from hersell. Her suceess in communicat-
ing Jrer alienution, that s, her inability to communi-
cute to Morin and, through the camerit. 10 the work!
would lave de facto cured her alienation, But this
talking cinema cure Lails and Marilou falls helplessly.
desperately silent in front of the camera in a sesture
that Rothman interprets as an on-stiage sulcide
(Rothman, 1997: 77 78). Unable to express and
thus vanguish her alienation, Marilou is condenned
to porgnantly reenacUit in ront of the camera.
While Murilows conlessions are considered by
some ol the characters viewers 1o be the most noy-
ing part of the lm, other chareters opealy attick
them ais “indecent and exhibitionistic.™ Fhe stirk-
est critiv is Maureeline, who opposes Marilou's con-
fessional mode with i careful direction of ber own
stuge persona. Mareeline revisits her most intimate
and (raumitic memories in front of’ the eimera
Memories of her time in the concentration cumps,
hee relationship 0 her father who was also
deported. and 1o the family she had Ieit behind.

But Mareeline insists that the heartrending scene of

ber walking alone through o deserted Paris ol
Feminiscing about her past was a thoroughly con-
tralled and cralted performance that she had care-

CHRONIQUE D'UN ETE

fully planned in advance. What we see in the {ilm,
Marceline cluims. is just one of many possible
“characters of Marceline™ that she created for the
medium of (ilm (Morin and Rouch. 1985 7.
Mareeline’s sell-creation testifies 10 her sophisti-
cated tunderstanding of il as a gpecilic medium
with certain expressive possibilitics and limitations.
{Marceline also notes that during her performance
she consciously thought of Hiroshin Mon Amonr
and also of Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1ins). Mare
celine’s insistence on her acting is also a reminder
ol the existence of a purt of her that is not on
display in the il @ part of her that ix net public
and notaceessible through this purticutur medium.
While exposing u most vulnerable part ol hersell’
Nureetme also Tavs claim o her ability o control
thit exposure, not only by acting but alsoe by
directing her performance. (Thus her displegsure
when the directors of the film override her sell-
dirgetion and manipublite her character Dot
awnd Rouch, 1985 77)), O all the characters. M-
celine appears most aware of the politics and
power dynamics of the tilm, and most invested in
contralling her own representition.

The debute between Mareeline and Marilou's
modes of sell-presentution throws new light on
the anital paychounadytic anthitions of the fm. o
the course of the Glming. it is clear that Morin's idea
of a o commuml paychodrama openly  played
between actors sind authors remaing utopian. The
direction of the psyehoanalytic exploration i
nrked by strong power dynamics. There is no
psychoanalyzing ol the directors by the characters.
Andamong the charpeters. it is the women who are
the choice subjects of analysis, Marceline aceepts
the premise of (the game, that is. that the roles that
one plays i front of the camera may reveal a deep
part ol onescll, but she is intent on carcfully direct-
ing what gets revealed. In cireFully constructing a
persomi or mask (hat expresses her, she guards
hersell against those privileged moments in eimeniv
verite where the director and spectator sec, through
the eracks and slippages of hasty masks. parts of the
character that she is unaware of or would rather
repress, Unhike Marilow. who Bas Bl control over
her persona and helplessly Lays herselt bare in front

of the camera, Marceline usurps the position of

poawer that the cinema verigé director, spectator,
and the psychoanalyst traditionally share,

U Chromique o un 616 uses a psychounalytic lens
to approuch some of its characters, its overall AOpRE
is much wider. In Ldgar Morin's words, the {ilin
wias conceived as an ethnographic study ~in the
strong sense of the terme it stedicld] homanity™
(Mortn, 19850 6). The film wias 1o participate in

213
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Forgimg o new directon v ethnographic (hinnak-
ing “hy cmphasicing kinship rather than exotiv
[oreignness™ (Morin, 9830 51 Having made his
muie  directing  ethnographic dms  in Alrica,
Rouch intended o turn his cthonographic lens
toward “his own tribe.” One of the most interesting
aspects of s elthnozraphiv project s contributed
by Laundry, o student from Cowe d'lvoire. The
Biha’s casting ol Laundry in the role of “Atfrican
explorer ol a France oo vacation™ (Morin, 1985
F3y atiempts Lo ceverse the triditional ethnographie
relationship between white obserser and colunizaed
subject. Laundry catalyzes some of the muost reve-
latory discussions ol the film, revealing a rich spee-
trian ol conlempornry Frencl altitudes towards
colonvation, race, and ractsm. Al the sume (ime,
this casting of Laundry in the role of explorer is
limitng, The tlm is interested in Laundry moas
much as he can shed light on French sociely, and
less i him as o new member ol that society. For
example. s Laundry eemarked. in the diseussion
o interracial marriage, the (il gave airtime only
(o the white women's gititudes toward marrying
blucks. while excluding his and other black siu-
dents” ideis about marryving whides.

Chrongeee e s ethnograploe project wis
plunoed us i survey ol contemporamy Frunce tuken
ut three Jesels: the level of provinee Dife, inernal and
stthjective: the level of work and soviad reliions
and finally the fevel of present history. Jominaied
by the war in Algeria™ (Morin, 1985 10). The two

directors disigreed. however, on the method of

brioneig Lthis project into being. Rouch was mter-
esteed inorganizing the fitm chronologicatly and
tocusing it tightly on jost a tew characters (Morin.
19E5: 24, Morin wished Tor o less individuadized.
“mosaie-fike montage ol sequences” susbiuned by
the guestion “How do vou e (Mo, 19835 24,
Aot resalt, the Nihn ofien vacillities between these
(e i approaches, sometimes lurther divided by
the  diverging  approaches ol the  chiaracters.
Nowhere is this more evident thaa i the represen-
tution of the worker’s plight o contemporary
France. The film starts by formally intervicwing a
group of workers who sharply express their dissa-
tistaction with the conditions of their work. Then,
i one of ity most innovative moves, the flm focuses
on one worker, Angelou. Toltowing him rom the
moment his eves open in the moroing throughout
his workday and leisure hours (o bedtime. This
sequence suggestively shows the alienation that the
workers had openly articulated in the previous
scenes, Onee again changing resisters, the camera
desceends into the fuctory where it Dlms people at
work. This Factory scene brielty flirts with another
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wionie genre, Whiat o worker calls ~a il abow
work i the twentieth centuey ™ o 1l that Angeloy
wishes would record life in the Tactory, with ap
caphasis on relutionships among workers, unions,
and management {Morim and Rouch, 1985: 76 77).
This osailliton between ditfferent cnematic regis.
lers is representitive ol the experimental, searching
quality ol the ilan At times this experimentation
might threaten the unity of the film, but it alse
wllows Yor o plurihity ol approaches to the worker'y
problem to coexist.

As Edgar Morin modestly put i The film iy a
hybrid, and this hybridness s as much the cause of
its infirmity as ol its interrogative virtue™ {Morin,
1985 26y Chronigae d'une cié relinguished  the
authorty ol the traditional voice-over and mstead
allowed ils subjects (o speak sponlancously, Ay the
debute between Mareeline and Marilou shows, the
ensuing dialogue was not always free of lension or
ol problenutic power dynamics. Furthermore,
allowig o plurality of voices to be heard assumed
the sk ol creating o cacophony. And stll. ths
imperleet plurality is one of the path-breaking
achiovements ol the filn [t gave the film its expeti-
mental novelly and complexity. which has made
Clronnigue dup Creoan inspiriation for the upeoming
documentary and Nouvelle Viegue cineni.

Crismsy Varcnesen

Sec also Morin, Edgar; Rouch, JFean

Chrosgue o 'un Cid Cloondcole of a0 Simer {lmnge, 1961,
G0y Directed by Jean Roueh and Ldgar Morin,
Prodocten: Argos Flm (Amiole Dhumsan qod Plulippe
Laehite), Production Irreetor: André Heinneh, Produg-
tion Secretary s Anmetie Binoont. Photoearaphy By Roger
Aoriilére. Kacul Coutard. JeansJacgues Tarbes, Michel
Brault, Assistints: Chuwde Benusola? aad Loms Bocher,
Lashtimg by Muoineau wnd Crétaus. Sound by Guy
Rephe, Michel Faneo Barthélemy, Fditme by Jean
lavel. Mina Baratier. Franvoise Colo Filmed in Pars
i Koot Trapes.
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CHULAS FRONTERAS

(US, Blunk. 1976)

Les Blank™s Chufus Fronteras holds a prominent
place in this documentary dircctor’s notable hody
of work, many ol the films dealing with the folk
music of communitics on the fringes of main-
stream America or with the specific delights of
particular Toods, 1t is a loving ode to the conjunio
music of the Texas-Mexico frontier. (A conjunte
i a small group including un  accordion, u
twelve-string  guitar, a1 bass, and drums.) The
solid research wis provided by producer and
wriler Chris Strachwitz, founder of  Arhoolie
Records, When Clidas Fromeras was made {in
1976), (he music was e known outside the
.Chic””“ world, but Blank™s film contributed 10
M wider dissemination and was o inspire later,
enthusiastically appreciative documentary  reat-
ments. The title means “Beautiful Borderlands™
and it suggests the considerable strengths but
also the limits of Chilas Fronteras. 1L s above
all u presentation and celebration through music
of & simplified, oceasiomlly sentimentalized ver-
sion ol Tex-Mex life (in general outside the big
Cities) and only “u selective”™ exploration of the
More complex expericnce, emations, and socicty
behind (he music.

The Rio Grande (Ffor Mexicans the Rio Brino)
passes beliind the credits as water and o blue
curse o the map along with a song of vearning
for the Mexico lelt behind, The beauty of Texas-
Mexican women is sung and soon after, the cam-
era roams through a barbecue and ater, i the
Kitchen of singer Lydia Mendoza, another mouth-
wittering  abundance of food as she and other
woten prepare tantdes, We hear Mendoza’s ren-
dition of Afaf Hombre, about a woman enchanted
and deceived in her youth by an untuithtul oin,
The song plus the food (and other songs abowt
women performed by male conjunro singers) add
up o a teaduiona! depiction of the role of the
waman moan essentially conservitive and  see-
mingly static society. There is no presentation ol
the extended impact of machismo or of possibly
more independent roles for women in a society ol
mmigrants, Even for its time, the film wends
toward o nostalgic vision rooted in the past, And
it also ignores the dirker. more stoically tragic
side ol the northern Mexican sensibility in gen-
cral, There are no songs (common i aoriedo
music) about the defense of honor or g man's
reckless or heroie embracing of death,
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