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I call our world Flatland, not because we call it so, but to make its nature 
clearer to you, my happy readers, who are privileged to live in Space. 

-Edwin Abbott Flatland 

Pad and pencil are the traditional tools of the anthropologist, but they are by no 
means the only tools. The use of camera and film, particularly over the last 5 years, 
has grown to the point where they might be considered as important as the notebook 
in any research project. However, taking pictures purely for the sake of taking 
pictures is next to useless. An anthropologist must understand the potential of the 
camera as a recording device, and he must have a clear understanding of why he 
is carrying all that extra weight into the field. This paper is an attempt to outline 
some of these principles and to explore ways in which film made by the ethnographic 
team can be used on its return from the field. 

The value of the camera lies in its ability to do and record what the human eye 
cannot. Film can stop time, merely slow it, or compress hours into seconds. It can, 
in this way, view subjects as small, like gestures, facial expressions, and body 
synchronizations, or as large, like patterns of travel within a village, as the filmmaker 
desires. The camera will also, with special films, record phenomena beyond the 
visible spectra and discover patterns of motion or land use that the unaided eye 
could never see (4). 

The aim of ethnographic film is to preserve, in the mind of the viewer, the 
structure of the events it is recording as interpreted by the participants. This is often 
a very difficult task, and is in many ways determined by the way in which the film 
is taken and by how it is handled after it is shot. The camera has position in both 
time and space, and therefore imposes a perspective on any action. Turning a camera 
on and off is an automatic structuring of events, as determined by the bias of the 
camera operator. Editing is another selection process and a second restructuring. 
Skillful editing can lead an audience to almost any desired conclusion. Finally, 
because each viewer possesses a different background, the significance attached to 
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any particular segment of a film by one person will be different from that attached 
by another, restructuring the event for a third time for each viewer. For an ethno­
graphic filmmaker to be successful he must thoroughly understand his people, and 
he must do his best to let the indigenous structure guide him in his recording efforts. 

Traditionally, filmmaking has fallen into three basic methodological categories, 
as outlined on the opposite page: 

Objective Recording 

Objective records are characterized by a structure which is imposed by the action. 
The use of film records may be broken down into two main subcategories, descrip­
tive and analytical. Descriptive film originated in about 1898, its predecessor being 
the use of still photography to preserve and demonstrate social and cultural forms. 
At first anthropologists collected only isolated images, and later, many images of 
the same subject taken in sequence. With the development of motion picture tech­
nology anthropologists began to bring movies back with them from the field. From 
1900 to the early 1940s few of these films were ever edited, but were shown, like 
most home movies, as the original camera rolls. Editing gave the process a new 
sophistication, but the greatest advances in ethnographic film have come since 1965 
with the development of easily portable sound-synchronous equipment (2). 

Some descriptive films have attempted to record, from a remote view, as much 
data as one can get on a particular behavioral process. One example of such an 
enterprise is Marvin Harris' study of working class welfare families in the Bronx. 
In this study several hundred hours of video tape were made, at selected times, by 
remote control cameras placed in various locations throughout several apartments. 
Richard Sorenson has proposed a similar type of study with only one camera, 
which would photograph an entire New Guinea village for a brief time at fixed 
intervals. The aim of this kind of study is to record actual behavior, as contrasted 
with behavior described by the participants. Dr. Sorenson has also proposed an 
archive for the deposit of such film, and has further developed the idea into a 
National Ethnographic Film Archive where Data Films, consisting of all footage, 
synchronous sound, translation and commentary sound tracks, and written ethno­
graphic material will be stored and made available to scholars to perform research 
on any aspect of the culture recorded (3). While the Archive's main intent is to store 
record films for research use, it is not restricted to this category, and films in all 
categories have already been contributed by several people. 

The analytical film has shared the early development of the descriptive film and 
is, in some ways, an outgrowth of it. In this form the film is examined, often frame 
by frame, to discover patterns which cannot be seen without the ability to repeat 
the action over and over again. A classic example of this, done primarily with 
rapid-sequence still photographs, is Mead & Bateson's 1936--1939 study of parent­
child interaction in Bali (1). More recently, people like Birdwhistell, Scheflen, 
Eckman, Kendon, Condon, Lomax, Bullowa, Byers, Hall, and Erickson have been 
able to use frame-by-frame film analyses to investigate the communication process. 
Occasionally, after the data analysis is complete, film is cut and assembled to 
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demonstrate the discovered principles, as in Birdwhistell's Microcultural Incidents 
in Ten Zoos. 

Scripted Filming 

The second category, scripted films, is characterized by a structure which is imposed 
by the filmmaker. These are often longer, feature films designed to illustrate 
particular theme about the culture they depict. The fieldworker embarks on his 
expedition with an idea he wishes to illustrate, or he may discover an idea as his 
work progresses. On his return he will select only those segments, out of thousands 
of feet shot, which best fit his scheme. The remaining footage is unfortunately 
seldom seen by anyone else and is often thrown out after several years for lack of 
adequate storage facilities. 

While many films of this genre were influenced by Hollywood traditions, ethno­
graphic films have left their mark on Hollywood as well. Flaherty's classic, Nanook 
of the North, is one example. Films like Nanook, Cooper & Schoendsack's Grass, 
John Marshall's The Hunters, and Robert Gardner's Dead Birds offer excellent 
general introductory ethnographic material for teaching when backed up with ap­
propriate additional presentations. However, one should always point out to stu­
dents the internal bias inherent in any directed effort and explain the theme each 
film was made to illustrate. 

Scripted films are also an excellent means of expressing ideas we have about our 
own cultures, as Jorge Preloran's Imaginero and Ruca Choroy, or even Ozu's 
Tokyo Story and Sembene's Emitai which, although they are entirely conceived and 
produced for a commercial audience, may actually be some of the best own-society 
ethnographic documents we have. Another interesting example in this regard is Sol 
Worth's experiment to allow Navajo Indians to film their own society (5). 

Reconstruction projects, like Asen Balikci's Netsilik Eskimo films and Roger 
Sandall's Australian Aborigine studies, deserve special note in this category since, 
although they are scripted, they are attempts to record a vanishing culture before 
it is totally lost. 

Reportage 

Reportage film is the category which is probably best able to preserve the indigenous 
structure of an event as the footage goes through the restructuring process. While 
on the surface there is a great similarity between reportage and record films, the 
distinctions are crucial to anthropological work. The subject matter of reportage is 
always an event or a complete segment of life. A recorder can be turned on and off 
at any time, and can be focused on anything which appears significant. Records may 
be made by an untrained observer from the very moment he first enters a strange 
society. No one, however, can report a society, its values, life style, patterns of daily 
routine, cosmology, etc., until he has spent time in it and can approach a comprehen­
sion of its members as they comprehend themselves, or to put it in other words, until 
they share a cognitive map. This map is built on the analysis of experienc;e, which 
includes any data in the records he has collected. 
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What this implies is that the anthropologist, when he enters a strange society, is 
at first shooting blind, if he is shooting at all. As he becomes familiar with his people 
he can see patterns in their lives, and he can find units oflife, with definite beginnings 
and ends, with which the people will agree. It is the filming of these discreet units 
which constitutes reportage. 

At present there are only a few people engaged in reportage, which is still in 
something of a developmental stage. An understanding of exactly how far the 
technique has come may be had through close examination of some of the work of 
John Marshall. Debe's Tantrum depicts a Bushman child, Debe, who is determined 
to accompany his mother on a gathering trip. When she refuses to take him he 
throws a tantrum, and in the end, gets his way. The film opens with the beginning 
of the tantrum. While the shooting is extremely tight, and the entire conflict is 
depicted, the sequence is incomplete in that it lacks the context (the gathering trip) 
and the trigger (his mother's refusal) which are added in Mr. Marshall's narrative 
introduction. In this sense it is a record, rather than a complete report. An Argu­
ment About a Marriage a slightly more complex film about a disputed marriage, 
suffers from some of the same problems, but a slightly less intimate shooting style 
does much to give the film a context. 

Mr. Marshall's more recent work with the Pittsburgh police, notably Three 
Domestics, has done a great deal to correct the context problem. Filming is initia"U;d 
somewhat sooner than with the Bushman studies, so that the police are actually seen 
to arrive at the scene of each quarrel, and filming is stopped only after they have 
left. While a great deal ofunderstanding is gained simply by the fact that these ~!ms 
are made in our own society, it is the recognition that life segments include both 
causes and consequences, as well as the actual action, which enables these films to 
communicate with the audience. 

Reportage is not limited to conflict, although conflicts are easy units to define, and 
sequences may easily be strung together to portray a broader theme. One good 
example is Jean Rouch's Les Maitres Fous, in which one event in the lives of 
members of the Hauca cult is examined in great detail and then placed in the larger 
context of modern Accra life. Other examples would be the films of Wiseman, 
Leacock, Pennebaker, and Drew. 

Of course, the entire context of an event is not always available in real time for 
the anthropologist to capture on film. This is a genuine problem for teaching, which 
is probably the most important use of ethnographic film, and a problem which is 
not easily solved. It has been traditionally felt that film, the visual image, should 
be complete in itself. This, unfortunately, has seldom been possible. Filling in 
information with narration has been tried with varying success, but the more narra­
tion a film contains the more guidance it gives the audience, and the less opportunity 
it gives them to draw their own conclusions from their observations. 

Karl Heider has proposed one possible solution, the written module, which would 
accompany the ethnographic film. This module would contain general ethnographic 
background for the event filmed, a shot by shot description of the action, and kinship 
charts, maps, and other materials to define the relationships between the partici-

. pants in the action. This eliminates the need to include this material at the beginning 
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of each film, and is actually a better way to give students background and a 
framework for viewing since they may read a module as many times as they like 
before viewing a film, and they may bring it to class and refer back to the charts 
as the action proceeds. This leaves the image free to convey the action as it hap­
pened, and it allows the student more room to draw his own conclusions from what 
he can observe in a type of in-class "fieldwork." Dr. Heider has already written the 
first of these modules, for Dead Birds, which is available from Warner Modular 
Publications. 

While the module might be considered as a way out for the filmmaker, a sort of 
patent medicine which will cure all the ills he discovers in his film on his return from 
the field, a far more important aspect is to use it as a way into teaching. The 
foundation of anthropology is the field study. Unfortunately, most students are 
presented only with distilled data and conclusions, intermingled with theory. While 
it is indeed these ideas which are important, students do not get the opportunity, 
until they are forced to do their own fieldwork, to see where the data comes from 
or how the theories are formed. Film, when properly shot and presented, can 
actually bring the field to the classroom and allows for a sort of on-the-job training. 

Reportage film, that is film shot using the sequence method, presents whole single 
units of behavior, the units trained anthropologists study. The written module 
presents background that the anthropologist has spent 18 months or more in the 
field gathering, and a perspective for viewing which 6 or 8 years of training has 
instilled in him. With all of this information the student is virtually thrown into the 
field situation, and when asked to draw conclusions he is faced with much the same 
problems as those encountered by the trained fieldworker. 

The making of high quality ethnographic film sequences is a large job which 
requires the close cooperation of an anthropologist and a filmmaker. Napoleon 
Chagnon and Timothy Asch, working under a grant from the National Science 
Foundation, are developing a curriculum using this approach based on fieldwork 
done with the Yanomamo Indians of Venezuela and Brazil. Asch and Chagnon have 
100,000 feet of color film, all shot in sequence style, which they are in the process 
of editing into approximately 50 short films, each of a single event, which may be 
used in any number and combination that a professor desires. Because they present 
no thematic viewpoint, these films in conjunction with the modules may be used to 
teach a great variety of anthropological principles. Chagnon and Asch hope that 
others will adopt this approach to ethnographic filmmaking so that similar materials 
will be available from other societies. They would also like to point out that sequence 
style shooting is the most efficient method for filming in the field for such things as 
kinesic studies, since each sequence may be distilled into its component parts. In 
addition to using independent units, one can use several such unit sequences in 
conjunction to present a general theme for classroom instruction. 

At the 1970 Belmont Ethnographic Film Conference, the Anthropology Film 
Research Institute (AFRI) was established. At present it has a committee to set 
guidelines for making ethnographic film and a committee for the development of a 
world ethnographic film sample. However, for most of the members of the institute, 
the urgent task is the development of a National Ethnographic Film Archive, 
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planned at present for the Smithsonian Institution in Washington. When an archive 
is established we can begin to properly gather, preserve, and use what footage we 
have which represents the way man has lived on this planet for thousands of years, 
and we can begin to develop standards for the production of ethnographic film 
which will be most useful for teaching and research. It is the opinion of many in 
this field that the camera can be to the anthropologist what the telescope is to the 
astronomer or what the microscope is to the biologist. 
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