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The movies I studied were Frederick Wiseman's High School and Law and Order, and my

own RNC 2004. Frederick Wiseman was one of the original artists working in the direct cinema

movement, helping to pioneer the observational mode (although, as we will see, he dislikes that

term). In the course of my research on Wiseman I actually ended up reading and writing about

concepts that are relevant to several or all of his films, or concepts that were discussed in the

context of a film that I had not seen.

I am addressing two topics. First is Wiseman's editing philosophy. Wiseman's editing is

legendary for creating scenes that are honest and forthright, and at the same time completely

fabricated. Second, I discuss the ramifications of changing time and space in varying types of

scenes.

In some of the quotes I have added my own bold emphasis.



Wiseman's Editing Style

Frederick Wiseman is renown as a master of documentary film. He is often cited as one of the

most influential, if not the most influential, of all documentary film makers alive today. He is

noted as having a very unique, if not peculiar, set of formal and aesthetic practices. Critics and

historians laud him as a master of observational films, never seducing his viewer with

expository, interactive, or reflexive tools:

Wiseman does not tell his viewer how to interpret the pattern. Although his films are
obviously the products of a strong viewpoint, he makes no editorial statement either
directly through narration or indirectly through the interview technique, nor does he use
music to manipulate the spectator's feelings. This absence of explanatory devices, plus
his avoidance of more popular (and profitable) subjects, may help account for the fact
that some of his films have a reputation for being difficult to understand. Actually his
purpose, as he has explained, is to deepen the spectator's involvement in the material by
making his films so 'there's no separation between the audience watching the film and
the events in the film. It's like the business of getting rid of the proscenium arch in the
theatre, and, by analogy, narration is the proscenium arch becauseit immediately
separatesyou from the experienceof what you're going to seeand hear, by telling
you that it hasnothing to do with you or by telling you what to think about it .' The
viewer, in short, is asked to be far more than a passive witness; he must become an
active participant, working out his own meaning and deciding for himself how to relate
to the events occuring on the screen.

A major difference between Wiseman and nearly every other American film-maker
today is that he is an artist capable of exercising a multiple consciousness – of seeing life
from his own personal perspective while at the same time being objective enough to
allow, even to encourage, other opposing perspectives.

Atkins, 233

But in addition to this high praise, the character and ethicality of Wiseman's editing practices

are often called into question:

Wiseman's films seem to violate many of the most elementary rules one finds in
responsible texts on film making. Wiseman sometimes invites us to regard his subjects
with ridicule; he has made films that outrage his subjects; he fragments and rearranges
the actualities of time and space; he provides no commentary that would reveal and take



responsibility for his own point of view or supply historical and other contexts for his
treatment. Wiseman's films seem to present genuine difficulties at ethical and
epistemological levels. 

Benson and Anderson, 247

Present in every Wiseman film is a dramatic structure (not necessarily – or perhaps

necessarily not – a narrative arc per se: his films rarely have what could be considered a distinct

climax and conclusion; any suspense there may be in the films is at a per-scene, human

experience level and not constructed from carefully placed plot points; none of Wiseman's films

have consistent human characters with whom the viewer is expected to identify). The "rhythm

and structure" (Wiseman, 5) of Wiseman's films pull the viewer into the position and perspective

of the subject (human or otherwise). The viewer feels the dramatic tension of the situations

portrayed in the films, as various environmental forces create complicated situations and

conflicting values for the subject.

Wiseman openly admits to manipulating his source material to create dramatic structure, and

indeed insists that it is necessary to "make a movie."

Wiseman: What I try to do is edit the films so that they will have a dramatic structure,
that is why I object to some extent to the term "observational cinema" ... because
"observational cinema" to me at least connotes just hanging around with one thing being
as valuable as another and that is not true. At least that is not true for me...

Aftab and Weltz

Question: Are you looking for "drama" while shooting?

Wiseman: The first thought: I'm trying to make a movie. A movie has to have
dramatic sequence and structure. I don't have a very precise definition about what
constitutes drama but I'm gambling that I'm going to get dramatic episodes. Otherwise, it
becomes Andy Warhol's movie on the Empire State Building. So, yes, I am looking for
drama, though I'm not necessarily looking for people beating each other up, shooting
each other. There's a lot of drama in ordinary experiences. In Public Housing, there was
drama in that old man being evicted from his apartment by the police. There was a lot of
drama in that old woman at her kitchen table peeling a cabbage. 

Peary



Wiseman feels that documentary film is necessarily always a highly manipulative medium:

Question: How much of a grip on reality can you get when you make documentaries?
by having a dramatic structure, do you feel that the cutting and editing process makes
you create some sort of fiction?

Wiseman: Of course, the final film resembles fiction although it is based on un-
staged, un-manipulated actions. I don't manipulate the events, but the editing is highly
manipulative and the shooting is highly manipulative, not in the sense that people do
things differently from what they will ordinarily do, but the way that people are shot.
First of all what you choose to shoot, the way you shoot it, the way you edit it and the
way you structure it. . . . All of those things . . . represent subjective choices that you
have to make. Particularly the organization of a film is arbitrary . . . in the sense that it
represents deliberate choices. For instance in the Belfast movie [Belfast, Maine] I had
110 hours of material. I was there for eight weeks and of the 110 hours I shot, I only
used 4 hours – near nothing. The compression within a sequence represents choice and
then the way the sequences are arranged in relationship to the other represents choice. 

Aftab and Weltz

Zoo is almost all instinctive animal action and very little dialogue. High School II is
all talk. Ballet is consciously crafted movement to great music. I have to find an editing
style appropriate for each film. ... This is not a problem I can solve in the abstract. I can't
start with general statements about editorial style, but have to find my way by learning
the material and responding to what I find. Any documentary, mine or anyone else's,
made in no matter what style, is arbitrary, biased, prejudiced, compressedand
subjective. Like any if its sisterly or brotherly fictional forms it is born in choice –
choice of subject matter, place, people, camera angels, duration of shooting,
sequences to be shot or omitted, transitional material and cutaways.

Wiseman, 4

While to the casual viewer Wiseman's films may seem very "raw" and "real" (the

"observational cinema" reputation/expectation that Wiseman dislikes), critics and historians

often comment on how Wiseman is highly manipulative of time and space when putting together

his films. Here again, Wiseman is happy to tell us that this practice is not only central and

necessary to putting together "a movie," but also, as we will later see, an important tool in



constructing scenes that are "fair" to the subject.

Wiseman: a sequence in real time might be 90 minutes. Of that 90 minutes, I might
have 85 minutes on film. As a result of editing, I end up with a six-minute sequence. It
could be consecutivesix minutes or it might be six minutes assembledfrom all of
the lot but edited to appear as if it took place the way you're watching it. 

Spotnitz, 19

The rhino was in labour eleven hours. Immediately after the birth the mother sniffed
the baby and moved away. The animal curator lifted the still-born baby out of the pen.
The vet gave the baby mouth to mouth resuscitation, alternating with the animal curator
who pounded on the baby's chest, but the baby never began to breathe. The vet cried and
the curator and keepers were visibly sad. The dead baby rhino was placed in the back of
a pick-up truck and taken to the morgue.

I have just written an 86 word summary (which takes eleven seconds to read) of an
event that took eleven hours in real time and of which approximately three hours were
recorded on film. My job as editor is to reduce the experienceof watching and
recording the rhino give birth to a form that works as an individual sequenceand
that also fits into the rhythm and structure of the final film. 

Wiseman 5

If there is one lesson I have learned it's that you can never have enough cutaways. All
those quiet moments when no one is talking, or when you expect someone to talk and
they don't, provide you with the shots you need in order to condense and compress a
sequence. The idea is to havethe audiencefeel for at leasttwo secondthat what they
are watching actually took place the way they are seeing it. 

Wiseman, 6

As alluded to previously, Wiseman feels a strong obligation to be "fair" with his

representations of the subjects of his films.

Wiseman: I think I have an obligation, to the people who have consented to be in the
film, to make a film that is fair to their experience. ... I have an obligation to the people
who are in it, to cut it so that it fairly represents what I felt was going on at the time in
the original event. I don't try and cut it to meet the standards of a producer or a network
or a television show.



My principal obligation is to make as good a movie as I can, and try to fairly
represent the complexity of what went on. That means that sometimes the films are
long, it means that sometimes the scenes are long. I don't think it's fair just to cut to the
most sensational part of the scene, and then cut to another sensational scene, because
that means that there's absolutely no context. . . . I have an obligation to provide the
context and, from my point of view, the result is more dramatic . . . The so-called juicy
part of the scene is more comprehensible and more powerful because the context is
clear.

Poppy

Question: There must be times when you create a different sort of meaning than was
actually there. How can you deal with that arrangement?

Wiseman: It's part of a more general problem. All aspects of documentary
filmmaking involve choice and are therefore manipulative. But the ethical, if that's the
right word, aspect of it is that you have to make, you try to make, the appraisal that the
film is true to the spirit of your sense of what was going on. You're trying to do that
constantly throughout the film. It's not just the choice you have when you're boiling
down an hour to six minutes. Everything is like that. My view is that thesefilms are
biased,prejudiced, condensed,compressed,but fair . I think what I do is make movies
that are not accurate in any objective sense, but accurate in the sense that I think they're
fair account of the experience I've had in making the movie. 

Spotnitz, 20

Spotnitz mentions that Wiseman may sometimes end up creating "a different sort of meaning

than was actually there." When manipulating space and time in order to make scenes that are

"true to the spirit of your sense of what was going on," Wiseman creates what one might refer to

as "ambient meaning," both in the sense that the environment/institution has a strong "character"

presence in the film, and also that through his manipulations of the time and space in each scene

and in all the scenes relative to one another, he attempts to illustrate more abstract, systemic

concepts and concerns than the specific dialogue and actions in his footage directly portray.

Question: You tend to make documentaries about institutions. Why is that?

Wiseman: Well, I guess when I first got started, a lot of people who were making
documentary films were choosing one charming convict or movie star to follow as the
subject of their film. I thought it would be interesting to make films where the place was
the star. This gave me a wider cast of characters.



Spotnitz, 21

In the cutting he is trying not to simplify the material or to distort it to fit an abstract
ideological 'truth'; instead he works to create a film reflecting the complicated and
ambiguous actuality that he encountered during the filming in order to make it a true
'discovery' experience for the audience. The editing, he has said, is not so much a totally
rational procedure as 'a process of dreaming,' involving a long period of responding
intuitively and imaginatively to the vast amount of footage until the relationships
between the disparate events and persons emerge into a unified, coherent but still
unresolved form.

Atkins, 233

Now that the shooting of Zoo is over and I stare at the rushes - 100 hours of film
hanging on the editing room wall, a different series of choices emerges. This great glop
of material which represents the externally recorded memory of my experience of
making the film is of necessity incomplete. The memories not preserved on film float
somewhat in my mind as fragments available for recall, unavailable for inclusion but of
great importance in the mining and shifting process known as editing. This editorial
process ... is sometimes deductive, sometimes associational, sometimes non-logical and
sometimes a failure... The crucial element for me is to try and think through my own
relationship to the material by whatever combination of means is compatible. This
involves a need to conduct a four-way conversationbetweenmyself, the sequence
being worked on, my memory, and general values and experience. 

Wiseman 4,5

Question: Why do you make such frequent use of sound bridges in Welfare?

Wiseman: [In the welfare office] everything was out in the open. People in the
waiting room could hear what was being said at the desk. There was no privacy. It's a
statement about the State in relation to the people, to some extent, but it also indirectly
raises the question of resources. Is there money for buildings with offices? When you're
dealing with that number of transactions, is it better to put the money into better
architectural design or do you want to make as much money as possible available to the
client? They're interrelated questions.

Lucia, 9

When confronted about his films' complete and utter lack of expository or interactive

guidance for the viewer, Wiseman is adamant that these tools are unnecessary:



Wiseman: I know there are some filmmakers who include themselves in the film –
that doesn't appeal to me. I think the external subject is more important than my
relationship to it. It should be obvious that High School II is a film that is made by
somebody and that it expresses that person's point of view toward the experience. It's
arbitrary, subjective, impressionistic – it can't be anything but that. I don't feel any need
to document my experience in making the film; there's something vain about that.

Question: On the other hand, there's a kind of paradox embedded in the observational
style of filmmaking for some viewers who interpret certain cues as signs of objectivity.

Wiseman: To me, it is so utterly obvious that this kind of filmmaking isn't objective,
that there is always a process of selection taking place, that I don't feel I have to educate
on that issue. It's not an issue that's related solely to documentary film. Anybody who's
asked to write about something does so from his or her point of view.

Lucia, 10

While being adamant about what he claims to expect from the viewer, perhaps he is also

frustrated with the lack of control he has over his audience's interpretation of his formal

techniques, or, put more simply, the general population's lack of media criticism skills:

I think this objective-subjective stuff is a lot of bullshit. How can any intelligent
person think [films are] anything but [subjective]? . . . I mean you can't put a subtitle on:
'For the wary viewer, for the novitiate, all films are subjective.' You can't do it. It might
be fun to do it as a joke, but for no other reason. . . That's education in another area that
somebody else has to deal with. I don't know how to deal with that.

Benson and Anderson, 267, referencing Levin, 321



The RamiÞcations of Edits in a Seemingly Real-Time
Scene

In the first section, we saw Wiseman say in his interview with Gerald Peary: "I don't have a

very precise definition about what constitutes drama but I'm gambling that I'm going to get

dramatic episodes. Otherwise, it becomes Andy Warhol's movie on the Empire State Building."

Wiseman is referring to the Warhol film Empire, which is 8'5" of one continuous shot of the

Empire State Building (Wikipedia). As has been addressed in this paper, Wiseman takes great

liberties when rearranging space and time in order to create the scene that he feels is most fair to

his subjects. Additionally, Wiseman is adamant – perhaps stubbornly so – about his lack of

responsibility in guiding the viewer, either with direct expository messages, or by using certain

reflexive cues to remind the viewer of the nature of the medium.

The problem I would like to address is that of the viewer having the impression that a certain

events happened in a certain way that is different from reality. This problem of course has a wide

range of risk and severity, depending on the scene and the viewer. Consider a scene beginning

with images being seen from a car, cutting then to a stationary shot of a building, cutting then to

the inside of a building. No viewer will have the impression that the space and time of the

camera operator occurred in the way the images were presented (i.e., no viewer will think that

the camera operator has a teleportation device).

A somewhat more ambiguous example is the creation of the rhinoceros birth scene from Zoo

described in the previous section: "[the event] took eleven hours in real time and . . .

approximately three hours were recorded on film. My job as editor is to reduce the experience of

watching and recording the rhino give birth to a form that works as an individual sequence and

that also fits into the rhythm and structure of the final film" (Wiseman, 5). The vast majority of

the viewers will be familiar with the concept of mammalian childbirth. While the viewer might

not know that the full duration of the event was 11 hours, few will be under the impression that it

occurred in the 10 or 20 minutes to which it was cut down. The basic concepts of the events



(animals in captivity, child birth, medical workers) are already familiar; what is important is the

drama of the veterinarian doing CPR on the baby rhino, and the strong emotions felt by everyone

involved. Few people who watched the edited scene and the full rushes would find the film to be

manipulative.

Consider a somewhat more ambiguous example, a scene in High School II of a new teenage

mother meeting with the principal of the school.

The meeting went on for an hour and a half and all but about three minutes of it was
recorded on film.

The meeting had a variety of purposes. The principal wanted to find out if the girl
really wanted to come back to school, what arrangements were made for the care of the
baby during school hours, was there going to be a problem between the girl and the
baby's father who was also a student at the school but was no longer the girl's boyfriend,
did the father accept any responsibility for the child, what was the relationship between
the [new mother's] brother and the father since at one time they had been best friends,
was the father's new girlfriend bothering the mother and the child, did the mother know
that there were other high schools in the city that had nurseries so that the child could be
brought to school with the mother, did the mother want to complete high school and go
on to college?

The editorial problem was how to give a fair sense of what went on in the meeting
without showing the entire hour and a half. I tried to include as many of these issues as I
could, attempting to balance complete coverage, suggestion and superficiality so as to
give a fair account and highlight the dramatic aspects of the sequence. I now have the
sequence down to twenty-two minutes but it still needs more work.

Wiseman, 5, 6

Note how Wiseman models his description of the event, as a series of "purposes." This is

highly illustrative of what he feels he is obliged to portray in the scene in order to give a "fair

account." He is cutting out approximately 85% of the event, but because he is going to cover

each of these "purposes," he feels that the event is fairly portrayed. Other aspects of this event,

such as, say, the personal demeanor of the various people involved, or the social rapport between

the sister and brother, come secondary. Furthermore, as with the rhino birth scene, few people

would take issue with Wiseman's model of what is significant in this event.



Next we consider the scene from RNC 2004. In this scene, several people argue with one

another. The topic shifts several times throughout the conversation. Those involved in the

argument are all quite emotional about it, and clearly no one is trying very hard to see the other

person's point of view.

This scene is one long continuous shot. If the production team had had another camera, or if

some B-roll was shot after the argument, then it would be possible to compress the scene using

CUs and cutaways, giving the impression that the discussion is continuous and uninterrupted.

One can see how editing this scene might be problematic when trying to create a fair rendition

of the event. For example, if we take Wiseman's "purposes" model and then edit the scene so that

each purpose is represented. This would be problematic, because what is primarily significant

about the scene is the way in which those involved in the argument are arguing. Their demeanor,

rhetorical tools, and heightened emotional state. Editing the scene using a "purposes" model

would result in a much colder and less human scene, addressing time-specific political topics

instead of timeless human characteristics and moments.

Another interesting thing to consider is the case where CUs are edited into the scene, but

without making any cuts in the soundtrack. In this case, the problems addressed in the previous

paragraph would be largely avoided. However, viewers who are somewhat media savvy might be

aware that cutting back and forth to CUs offers the opportunity to edit the time and space of the

scene. So even though the soundtrack might remain unedited, the scene would still have a very

different feel to some viewers.
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