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Introduction: Documentary’s Vocal Projections

Annabelle Honess Roe and Maria Pramaggiore

Vocal Projections: Voices in Documentary seeks to reconsider if not displace the primacy of the visual in documentary studies by focusing on the way documentaries engage with the sonic capacities and the semiotic implications of human and non-human voices. The vibrational, imaginative and political projections of voices, whose ‘vague spatial anchoring’ (Metz 1980: 29) enables them to be coupled with and decoupled from bodies and images, endow them with complex signifying possibilities. The key concerns of this book echo questions raised by Christian Metz in ‘Aural Objects’, where he contends that the Western understanding of sound as a secondary quality – ‘a non-object’ – leads to a ‘tendency to neglect its own characteristics in favor of those of its corresponding “substance,” which in this case is the visible object, which has emitted the sound’ (1980: 30).

The scholarly disregard for the characteristics of sound in film and media studies that Metz identified in 1980 has been redressed in the ensuing decades by the work of Rick Altman, Claudia Gorbman, Anahid Kassabian, Michel Chion, Michael Bull and Les Back, Jean-Luc Nancy, Jay Beck and Tony Grajeda, Jonathan Sterne, Liz Greene and Danijela Kulezic-Wilson, among many others. Amid the ‘sonic turn’ that has informed film and media studies scholarship, however, only a few works devote their main attention to documentary sound, including Gunnar Iversen’s and Jan Ketil Simonsen’s Beyond the Visual: Sound and Image in Ethnographic and Documentary Film (2010) and Holly Rogers’s Music and Sound in Documentary Film (2015), and only Pooja Rangan’s and Genevieve Yue’s recent special issue of Discourse (2017) specifically examines the voice.

Vocal Projections was prompted by what seemed to us to be this glaring and even inexplicable omission: although the concept of ‘the voice’ occupies a central position within documentary film and media studies, voices have never fully been given their due. Vocal metaphors dominate the field, having emerged from Bill Nichols’s early discipline-defining essay, ‘The Voice of Documentary’ (1983), which frames the voice of documentary as a rhetorical sensibility that presents a film’s ‘social point of view’ (1983: 18). In Representing Reality (1991) and Speaking Truths with Film (2016), Nichols continues to marshal metaphors that equate voice with argument and point of view. Nichols’s most recent characterization of the voice of documentary is as a ‘Hey You’ that attempts to ‘speak to us about the world we share’ (2016: 72). However, the chapters in this book collectively argue that by examining the implications of documentary filmmakers and audiences treating the human voice as a ‘substance’ we can productively move beyond the conflation of voice and the sense-making imperatives of language that has dominated documentary studies. As such, each of the sixteen chapters in Vocal Projections considers the ways that documentaries attend to and exploit the attributes of voice by paying attention to the sonic principles, audio techniques and structural choices that filmmakers employ in their documentary treatment of recorded voices.

Nichols’s conceptualization of the voice of documentary as a framework for delivering a social or political point of view comports with a long intellectual history beginning with Aristotle and continuing through Heidegger that understands the voice as an instrument of rational and intentional human communication. The notion that the voice offers access to a stable subjectivity has been questioned within post-structural and postmodern theory, notably by Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze and Mladen Dolar. With the exception of Dolar, however, these theorists are more interested in challenging the coherence of the subject than in exploring the voice per se. Moving beyond ideas about individual identity, philosopher Adriana Cavarero and social theorist Nick Couldry highlight the voice as a site of political subjectivity, a means for asserting unique standpoints and establishing shared narratives that foster collective action.

Taking up Nichols’s metaphorical conception of the voice, most studies of documentary have explored the voice in terms of its evidentiary, truth telling, rhetorical, persuasive and authenticating functions. The most significant challenge to Nichols’s paradigm within documentary studies has emerged from postcolonial and feminist scholars, many of whom retain an understanding of the voice as a medium for political representation while mounting a critique of documentary’s desire to speak for the underrepresented, the marginalized and the oppressed. Gayatri Spivak, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Fatimah Tobing Rony and Brenda Longfellow, among others, have indicted ethnographic documentary for reproducing colonial hierarchies, pointing to practices such as subtitling and dubbing that paternalistically objectify the people whose point of view documentary purports to be enabling. In particular, Trinh’s influential concept of ‘speaking nearby’ has been taken up as an ethical intervention to reconfigure the power dynamics that inevitably result from the practice of speaking for others.

Vocal Projections does not seek to reject the fruitful insights that have emerged from the metaphorical conceptualization of the voice that treats it as a rhetorical and political instrument. Rather, we intend to augment this way of understanding the voice of documentary with an examination of voices in documentary. We believe that our shift in emphasis bears important implications. That voices are always specific rather than generic was implied by Asif Kapadia when asked why he chose not to use voice-over in Amy (2015). His response that ‘I didn’t want to use voiceover; I mean, who would I use?’ (2016) suggests that this narrational technique is always informed by the acoustic effects and the social and political associations conveyed by a specific voice. Similarly, Stevan Riley’s Listen to Me Marlon (2015), which draws from Marlon Brando’s extensive private audio archive of interviews, home movies and informal verbal musings, foregrounds the complex relation between documentary voices and subjects. An exercise in volubility and immediacy, the film’s intensely materialist engagement with Brando’s voice reminds us of the limitations of ascribing a singular metaphorical understanding to documentary voice. Instead, as this book reflects, documentary’s many voices are linked to both visible and implied bodies in a variety of ways and may serve to shore up or authenticate as well as to deconstruct identities.

More than simply acknowledging the fact that a range of diverse voices contributes to our experience of documentaries, we propose that engaging with vocal plurality – which encompasses not only the interactions among narrating, interviewed and overheard voices that are common to documentary but also the way that documentary subjects’ ‘own’ voices are not always identical to themselves across contexts, times and places – provides opportunities for expanding our understanding of the formal organization and social functions of documentary. Vocal Projections attends to the way that documentaries mine voices for affective power, intersubjective potential and aesthetic appeal, often deploying them in ways that challenge their suitability as narrational mouthpieces that neutrally or transparently convey social perspectives.

If we dispense with the presumption that the voice is important primarily because it fulfills evidentiary and authenticating functions, we open up a range of possibilities for documentary. For example, we can consider how the use of recognizable voices to narrate commercial documentaries challenges the idea that the power of the ‘Voice of God’ comes from its unseen, unknown and disembodied status, as Annabelle Honess Roe argues in ‘Playing God: Film Stars as Documentary Narrators’, which opens Section One, ‘Voices, Bodies and Power’. The three chapters in this section investigate the ways screen voices communicate social power through their connections to both visible and/or implied bodies. Pooja Rangan’s ‘Auditing the Call Centre Voice: Accented Speech and Listening in Sonali Gulati’s Nalini by Day, Nancy by Night (2005)’ considers the complex dynamic of giving image to the voices of Indian call centre agents, who are rendered faceless and accentless by design. In ‘The Fundamental Lie: Lip Sync, Dubbing, Ventriloquism and the Othering of Voice in Documentary Media’, Patrik Sjöberg examines the uncanny mismatch of voice and body in experimental videos by Adie Russell and Gillian Wearing, arguing that their work elicits new ways to negotiate a matrix of visible and implied bodies in non-fiction media.

The four chapters in Section Two, ‘Voices beyond Language’, consider documentary voices that exceed or refuse semantic logic and, as a result, dissolve the boundaries of subjectivity. Maria Pramaggiore’s ‘Hearing Voices in Singer-Songwriter Music Documentaries’ explores archivally rich singer-songwriter films that promise enhanced, immersive access to the multiple voices of musicians, yet paradoxically resist the viewer’s ability to discern the ‘truth’ behind the voices. In ‘“The Voice” and Sound in Indian Documentary Film: Listening to Surabhi Sharma’s Bidesia in Bambai (2013)’, Deborah Matzner argues that song invokes several modes of engagement by mediating affect within the film while also celebrating the tenacity of migrant communities whose members identify with the experience of dislocation through non-linguistic vocal expression. Shilyh Warren’s ‘Hum, Buzz, Gurgle: Ecological Soundscapes in Poetic Ecodocs’ examines ecological documentaries that employ vocal alternatives to the human voice – including those that emanate from animals, water and machines – to produce a sense of wonder and enchantment, rather than fear and pessimism, in the face of challenges wrought by the Anthopocene. In ‘Literally Documenting Her Voice: Valie Export’s Vocal-Visual Experiments with Screen Media’, Helen Hughes concludes this section with a study of a feminist film, video and installation artist whose interests lie in deconstructing ‘rebellious’ voices. Export’s vocal dissonances dissolve language and gender difference as they radically reject the idea that any voice reflects a fixed identity.

Section Three, ‘Gender, Sexuality and Species’, draws our attention to documentary voices that are linked to alternative identities and reveals the challenges they can pose for film form, genre convention and spectatorship. Sarah Kessler’s ‘The Voice of Mockumentary’ examines ventriloquism in the mockumentary, analysing the way the ‘gay voice’ in Waiting for Guffman (Guest 1997) and Modern Family (ABC 2009–ongoing) exposes documentary’s contradictory authentication practices for alternative social subjects. In ‘Fabulous Thinking, Chimeric Voice: Kathy High’s Lily Does Derrida: A Dog’s Video (2010)’, Brenda Hollweg probes the manner in which vocal fabrication enables Kathy High to employ the cine-essay form to develop democratic notions of trans-species communication. Jean Walton’s ‘Animating Voices, Onscreen and Off, in Kathleen Shannon’s Working Mothers (1974–75)’ details the way Kathleen Shannon and Studio D, the Canadian studio devoted to making films by and about women, focused on women’s voices on screen and off as a means of integrating feminist film practice, engaged spectatorship and consciousness raising.

The three chapters in Section Four, ‘Documentary Modes and Techniques’, address the distinctive vocal aesthetics of recent documentaries within industry and cultural contexts. Chris Cagle’s ‘The Voice in Documentary Sound Design: A Digital Revolution’ identifies the ways digital sound design enhances the expressive possibilities of environmental sound in contemporary documentary. In the process, Cagle contends, they renegotiate the relationship between voice and environment, producing three recognizable forms of vocality: the spatialized voice, the spectral voice and the uncanny voice. In ‘Kazuhiro Soda’s Migrant Voices’, Luke Robinson argues that Japanese director Soda’s Oyster Factory (2015) offers viewers a way of understanding the experiences of Chinese migrants in Japan without trying to ‘speak for’ those subjects. Soda combines strategic subtitling with standard observational techniques to imply that ‘giving voice’ itself is a socially constructed process. Informed by his work as a documentary practitioner, James Nicholson’s chapter, ‘Vocal Hierarchy in Documentary’, concludes this section. Nicholson asserts that that vocal power is expressed relationally and he incorporates several contemporary documentaries into his analysis.

The three chapters in the concluding section, ‘Time, Testimony and History’, assess the confessional, testimonial and memorial functions of voices. The competing claims which cast the voice as both the source of irrefutable evidence and an unreliable medium were driven home in Andrew Jarecki’s The Jinx (2015) and Laura Ricciardi’s and Moira Demos’s series Making a Murderer (2015–16), two texts explored by Kristen Fuhs in ‘Crime Documentary’s Confessing Voice’. Fuhs argues that the aural qualities of and context within which the confessing voice is heard are just as significant for interpretation as the words that have been spoken. Ohad Landesman’s ‘Sounds of Disillusionment and Discord: When Pasolini and Sontag Visited Israel’, probes the way these two filmmakers use their own voices to establish their outsider status and reveal their disillusionment at the discrepancies between an imagined and a real Israel. Rhiannon Harries’s ‘Beyond Words: Speech, Ethical Time and the Politics of the Local in Nicolas Philibert’s Retour en Normandie (2007)’ concludes this final section with the contention that Philibert’s employment and elision of voice, speech and language challenges traditional notions of temporality in historical documentary.

Vocal Projections: Voices in Documentary explores the way that voices may construct but also challenge and defy subjective and narrative coherence, audiovisual form and documentary conventions. This collection thus takes up the diverse uses and meanings of the voice not merely as a platform for the dissemination of language, rhetoric or story, but also as extra-linguistic expression that is just as likely to undermine truth claims as to uphold them. By going beyond the conception of ‘the voice’ of documentary as reflecting a social stance or point of view, this book suggests that the attributes and affordances of the human voice are just as important as, if not more important than, the rational discourse for which the voice can also serve as a vehicle.
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Section One

Voices, Bodies and Power


1

Playing God: Film Stars as Documentary Narrators

Annabelle Honess Roe

Over the past few decades the use of well-known film actors to narrate mainstream, commercial documentary films and television series has become increasingly common. We can think of Tom Cruise’s enthusiastic and awe-inspired narration of the 2002 IMAX documentary Space Station, John Hurt’s mellifluous intonation accompanying the BBC’s 2011 natural history series, Planet Dinosaur and, perhaps most famously, Morgan Freeman’s anthropomorphizing voice-over for 2005’s March of the Penguins. The use of successful thespians to narrate documentaries is not unprecedented; Orson Welles’s voice-over for the 1958 ethnographic travelogue Masters of the Congo Jungle and Laurence Olivier’s role as the narrator of the 1973 British twenty-six-part TV series World at War are two early examples of this strategy.

However, since around 2000, documentary has witnessed the growth of the star or celebrity narrator,1 concomitant with the rise of documentary’s commercial viability in the theatrical marketplace and its status as ‘prestige’ fare on television. This development, as this chapter will argue, challenges the previously accepted idea that the power of the documentary ‘voice-of-God’ narration rests with its status as a disembodied, anonymous voice. Instead, the power of the new documentary narrator comes as much from the specific body to which the voice belongs and includes the intertextual baggage that voice carries with it from other roles and off-screen activities. In addition, the rise of the star documentary narrator is indicative of the shift in cultural power towards the individual, and the celebrity in particular, and away from the general governing institution of the state represented by the historical voice-of-God.

The voice-of-God in documentary

First used extensively in the Griersonian documentaries made in Britain from the 1930s onwards, and a key feature of what Bill Nichols has termed the expository mode of documentary, the documentary voice-over in the form of voice-of-God narration is most commonly understood as a device of instruction; the unseen, but all-seeing, off-screen narrator guides the audience as to the meaning of the images it accompanies and how they should be interpreted. For example, in 1935’s Coal Face (Alberto Cavalcanti), which was produced by the Grierson-headed GPO Film Unit, the voice-over acts as reinforcement and clarification of the images. The viewing guidance remains straightforward and factual, such as when information about regional mining productivity is heard over images of an illustrated map of the UK (‘Durham and Northumberland: 146,000 men; 46 million tonnes’).

Other films from this period, however, use the voice-over to more explicitly guide the viewer to see the images from a particular point of view. In To-Day We Live (Ruby Grierson and Ralph Bond 1937) the voice-over establishes the historic decimation of rural communities through a chain of causal events – the Industrial Revolution and urban growth, the First World War, the Great Depression – that is not apparent in the images themselves. Instead, it requires the narrator to interpret for us a shot of a row of terraced houses in an unnamed city by stating that the urban communities that grew up around new areas of industry had ‘nothing in common except the sameness of landscape and an urge to work’. This urban alienation is contrasted with the ‘intimacy of these cottages’ seen in the film’s opening scenes of rural village life, where ‘villagers dwelt, quietly pursuing their labour on the surrounding land’. It is in the voice-over in To-Day We Live, far more than the images, that the film makes the argument that the loss of rural communities is something to be mourned. This then gives resonance to the film’s subsequent illustration of the positive contribution being made to the rebuilding of such communities through activities supported by the National Council of Social Service, which sponsored the film.2 In both these examples of 1930s British documentaries, sound, and specifically the spoken voice, dominates and the expository voice-of-God speaks for the images.

Similarly, in the United States, the narration heard in the March of Time newsreels screened in movie theatres in the 1930s and 1940s ‘often serves as the prototype [for the voice-of-God]: stentorian, aggressive, assuming a power to speak the truth of the filmic text, to hold captive through verbal caption what the spectator sees’ (Wolfe 1997: 149). Here Wolfe points to why, generally speaking, the voice-of-God is a maligned feature of documentary film. Emile de Antonio went so far as to describe it as ‘fascist’ because, as Keith Beattie (2008: 13) puts it, this voice ‘limits and controls the possibilities for spectatorial interpretation’. This distrust of the voice-of-God extends to documentary scholars who, as Stella Bruzzi (2006: 57) points out, demonize the voice-over because it ‘is assumed to be undemocratic and inherently distortive. There is, therefore, the suspicion that a voice-over has the capacity to violate the “truth” revealed in the image’. For example, the damning description of urban life in To-Day We Live, which equates images of life in an industrial city with social disenfranchisement, denies potential readings of any positive aspects of living in such environments.3

The acknowledgement of the limitations of this type of authoritative voice-over meant that it fell increasingly out of favour with documentary makers after the Second World War. The subsequent elevation of the image over pre-scripted words to convey a documentary’s point of view, a move championed by Direct Cinema, meant that didactic narration was relegated to the staid and unadventurous realms of television current affairs. This was particularly the case in the United States, where the voice-of-God became an ‘ethical guarantor’ in the narration of Edward R. Murrow and his contemporaries in 1960s Network television documentaries (Renov 2004: 19). The voice-over was then ‘rediscovered’, according to Jeffrey Ruoff (1992: 222), in the late 1980s by documentary makers such as Michael Moore and Jill Godmilow, who used ‘personal, ironic and interpretive commentary to counterpoint the synchronous images and sounds’. These filmmaker voice-overs can be thought of as a type of hybrid between the subjective, reflective narration heard in personal diary films, such as the work of Jonas Mekas in the 1970s, and the conventional voice-of-God. While Michael Moore’s narration, for example, is personal, it is also strongly guiding us on how to interpret the images in his films. Documentary scholarship has recognized this historical diversification of documentary narration beyond the voice-of-God model established in the 1930s (see, for example, Bruzzi 2006). The rise of celebrity narrator, however, points to a resurgence of the voice-of-God in documentary, albeit a different God to that of the classical era of the 1930s and 1940s.

The power of the disembodied voice

The voice-of-God narrates from ‘a position of absolute mastery and knowledge outside the spatial and temporal boundaries of the social world the film depicts’ (Wolfe 1997: 149). This mastery over the images, the documentary subjects, the narrative and the viewer has been understood as coming from the anonymity and omniscience of the narrator, characteristics that are, as Keith Beattie (2008: 12) points out, ‘derived from, and seated in, the disembodied voice’. This echoes Mary Ann Doane (1980: 42), who suggests that the documentary voice-over becomes what she calls a ‘guarantee of knowledge […] precisely because the voice is not localizable, because it cannot be yoked to a body’. Thus, in examples such as Coal Face and To-Day We Live the narrators are situated in some other place beyond and above the image, their bodies remaining unseen – elsewhere and yet at the same time everywhere.

Here we might consider whether a formulation that hangs heavily over many discussions of off-screen voice is useful in helping to understand the power of the disembodied documentary voice-over. That disembodied, non-localizable voices that exist outside the current space of a film’s diegesis are powerful is an idea central to Michel Chion’s concept of the acousmatic voice – avoice that comes from ‘an immaterial and non-localizable body’ (Chion 1999: 24). The acousmêtre is ‘a special kind of being’ that is created when we hear a voice ‘that has not yet been visualized, that is, when we cannot yet connect it to a face’ (Chion 1999: 21). On first consideration, the acousmêtre would seem to have much in common with the documentary voice-of-God, particularly so when Chion (1999: 24) describes the acousmêtre as having a fourfold power: ‘the ability to be everywhere, to know all, and to have complete power. In other words: ubiquity, panopticism, omniscience and omnipotence’. In his most detailed discussion of the acousmêtre, in The Voice in Cinema, Chion remains somewhat vague, however, as to whether voice-over narration is acousmatic. Initially, he seems to include this type of voice in his discussion when he delineates three types of acousmêtre: the complete acousmêtre (‘one who is not-yet-seen, but who remains liable to appear in the visual field at any moment’); the already visualized acousmêtre (who ‘you continue to hear after she leaves the visual field’); and ‘the commentator-acousmêtre, he who never shows himself but has no personal stake in the image’ (Chion 1999: 21). Chion’s ‘commentator-acousmêtre’ seems to fit the description of the voice-over narrator in documentary film – a speaker who is never seen and does not insert himself or herself into the image. However, shortly after this tripartite definition, Chion seems to contradict himself by saying that the acousmêtre does not ‘merely speak as an observer (as commentary)’ (23) and that ‘the acousmêtre, as we have noted, cannot occupy the removed position of the commentator, the voice of the magic lantern show’ (24). In a subsequent book, Chion is more definitive, defining a voice as acousmatic if ‘the bearer of this voice is theoretically capable of appearing onscreen at any moment’ and clarifying that ‘the acousmetre is distinct from the voice-over that is clearly external to the image’ (Chion 2009: 466). It would seem then that the voice-of-God is not an acousemêtre.

In fact, we could go further and argue that it would be impossible for a documentary voice-of-God to be an acousmêtre because the acousmêtre’s power is vested in its relationship to the fictional space of the film. Indeed, Chion’s discussion of the power of the off-screen voice in cinema is limited to narrative, fiction film and he makes no direct mention of non-fiction cinema or documentary. For Chion, the acousmêtre is powerful because it is the off-screen voice of a character whose body has previously appeared (or might yet do so). Like the Wizard in The Wizard of Oz or Mother in Psycho, such a voice is yoked to a body: one that is currently unseen but threatens to invade the image, and therefore the narrative, at any time. In films such as 


































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
21 VOCAL
tPROJECTIONS

- VOICES IN DOCUMENTARY






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
LOOMSBURY ACADEMI






