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NOTES

ETHNO GRAPH IC

FILM

by a,

FILM ARITIST

Chick Strand is a film artist who makes both experi-
mental and ethnographic films. She currently is teach-
ing experimental cinema and ethnographic film-
making at Occidental College in Los Angcles where
she is ann assistant professor. Her ethnogrophic fibms
have been shoven in festivals, museums, unn'ersities
and theaters all over the world, as well as at the Am-
erican Anthropology aind Visual Anthropology
Meetrings in the United States. She was awarded a
CGuggenheim Fellowship for [ilm and a grant for in-
dependent filmmaking from the American FFilim Insti-
tere. Her fitm, Cosas de mi vida, recently won the
[hibert Herring Memorial Prize for the best film pro-
duced by a member of the Pacific Coast Conference
on Latin American Studies.

] first began studying anthropology seriously at the

University of California at Berkeley in the mid-Fifties.

I was captivated by the idea of learning about people
different from ourselves, living in small cohesive cul-
tures which appeared to be stable in comparison with
our own. A growing civil rights movement made my
generation aware of the necessity of learning about
other cultures which were disappearing. The field of

anthropology was the most popular social science be-
cause we believed that through the study of other cul-
tures we would learn something valuable about the
human condition. The information we gathered
would potentially lead to understanding and problem-
solving in terms of dealing with the rapid accultura-
tion ol indigenous cultures, and would also give us in-

‘sights into problems in our own changing socicty.

With the knowledge that these small cultures were
being destroyed by the tide of nationalistic and tech-
nological socicties, we were anxious to get out into
the ficld and assume our role as scientific observers in
order to study, analyze and preserve our knowledge

“about them by documentation. We were idealistic and

humanistic. We thought that our work would be used
as a reference in intelligent and humane decision-
making on the part of the policy-makers having au-
thority over the people in the cultures that we studied.

Of course this didn’t happen. Doors were not opened
to us, and usually there was no policy-making except
that of economic, technical and material progress,

Acculturation became like a giant glacier, uncontrol-
lable, unceasing and unchangeable, picking up and

dropping people and their traditions, mixing them up

by CHICK STRAND
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Elasticity: Anthrapologists say, “No closeups please.”’

Ugient at random, moving them from their land,
gfavghtering them and gouging out huge wounds, for-
ever unmendable. The cultures changed so much that
they melted one into the other to form a gigantic
stew of faceless men and women. The lives of indivi-
duals existing in remote and alien cultures became un-
important to most people in view of unsolvable world
problems, technological progress and the question of
our own survival.

In the Fifties we thought there was a possibility of
easing the acculturation process for the pcople we
studied and loved, and that we could both adhere to
the cthics of our profession and act upon the dictates
of our hearts as private people. We were naive and felt
the fervor of the call.

WARNING: This material may be protected by copyright law (Title 17 U.S. Code)

I loved anthropology. I loved reading about the cul-
tures and various approaches to study, and the possi-
bility of doing something really meaningful beyond
the study, beyond the documentation. Most of all, I
was thrilled at the chance of getting to know these
people on their own terms, of getting to know them
as human beings. But the ethnographies were very dis-
appointing. It was only rarely that the people of the
culture came to life because they were not presented
as reachable and accessible human beings. I thought
that perhaps in graduate school | would somehow be
given the golden key to unlock the door into their
inner lives and feelings so that I could understand
their culture in depth. | wanted to know what it was
like for Balinese dancers to prepare and go into a
trance, what it meant to them personally. I wanted to
know and feel what it was like for a young girl 1o ap-
proach and pass through fertility rites. With the ma-
terial I was given, I could easily imagine the cere-
monies as a general event, but what was it like tobe a
part of it? How did the people teel about 117 What
part did it play in their lives? What were their dreams
and fcars? What did they talk about?

I wasn't given the key and after a year in graduate
school became disenchanted because anthropologists
really didn't pay much attention to the heart and soul
of a culture which is manifested in the people them-
selves. Anthropology, after all, is the study ot Homo-
sapiens. To leave the individuals out as they contri-
bute to, take from and tunction in their culture ne-
gates the whole idea of anthropology. More and more
I felt that the profession was mainly a battle between
the inflated egos, the insensitive, inflexible personali-
ties, the rigid perspectives and sensibilities of the an-
thropologists themseives. There was no excitement
and enthusiasm leading to new discoveries. Anthro-
pologists believed that they had found their tech-
niques and methodology, closed themselves up and
called themselves scientists. Safe and secure in their
university positions, they allowed the field to become
stagnant and dry. No longer were they the mavericks,
the crazy people who spent years in the field trying
to sort out the wealth of information they encoun-
tered for the joy of it, the love of it. Their method
became one of getting into and out of the field as ra-
pidly as possible in order to come back, organize their
material and publish it.

I was at the point in my life where I had to make a
decision about how | wanted to use my creative ener-
gies. | left anthropology because | could see that it
was a dead end and became involved in the avani-



garde film movement. [ wanted to make personal ex-
perimental films. In order to learn film techniques, I
entered UCLA as a graduate student in film. Even
though [ thought of myself by that time as a film ar-
tist using the film medium as an art form. I still was
involved in anthropology. and when [ learned that te
unnersity was otfering an ethnographic film program,
[ enrolled in the classes and began watching ethno-
graphic films. I sat in the dark squirming with anger
and frustration. With very few exceptions these films
present the people with the same lack of involvement
and insensitivity as the cthnographies, like animals in
a 200, like cultures preparcd on a slide for observa-
tion under a microscope. with an invisible shiceld
placed between them and the viewer by the anthro-
pologist. The films are made with cold indifference to
tiving, breathing pecople. They are fragmented and ab-
stract because they rarely show the whole person, the
individual relating within his society. They present
people as masses. unfathomable as individuals and as
lacking in dimension as puppets in a Javanese shadow
play. People are shown participating in the culture,
usually in a super-event, as one of many clones.

Just as | doubt that an alien would learn much about
the complexities of our culture by secing the ritual of
a Chiristmas Mass on film, 1 doubt ifwe really leamn
tach i depth when we see a ritaal fron another cul-
tre, oven thouphwe are able tooeate ot 1o othe
cverts and vatous soctl structures within the cul-
e, We need to be able to relate to the individuals in-
volved in the event. We get no feeling for the culture
because we are given no clues to the actual lives and
inner thoughts of the people. These films aren’ objec.
tive, truthtul or holistic because they make everyone
seem the same. In a scientific attempt to present what
is perceived only by what the anthropologist sees, all
nuances, sensibilities, aesthetics, emotions and human
drama in the culture are lost, Insights into their art of
living, uniqueness of spirit. complex variety of moti-
vations and individual actions and reactions are im-
possible. 1t is the people of a culture rather than how
many hops in a dance step or how they weave their
baskets that will leave the biggest. darkest, most bar-

ren and mourned empty space in our world when the
culture is forever lost to us.

In the written ethnography the inner life is studied in
termis of generalities and never in individual terms.
This is one way to learn how the entire culture is
structured and works within its environment. But
filmi is another ballgame because it is 2 medium of in-
timacy and mmediacy. and we are able for the first

time to see and feel the culture and its people and re-
late to them. But anthropologists have used film in
the same way and to the same ends that they use the
written material, and thus they have restricted their
field of study, passing by the richness in individual
human experience in favor of mass behavior patterns
and a sort of generalized personality that we must as-
sume holds true for all individuals in the society be-
cause we are not told otherwise. This is a separatist

and racial presentation. Much information is lost bes- »

cause it is ignored and a one-sided picture is shown.

I wonder which is more scientific, presenting all the
information or withholding some? [ wonder which is
more important to the anthropologists, science or the
human beings they swore above all else to protect?
The anthropologist always presents them from his
own perspective, never from their perspective. This is
neither honest nor scientific. The people can reveal
their culture in new and exciting ways if only they
are allowed to speak for themselves. What can we
learn about a culture from the texture of the lives of
human beings, the way they move through their cul-
ture, the way they relate and react on a daily basis
with their family, friends and collicagues? What can

we learn from the casual way that their tools are ar-
ranped and the shythm of their bodies as they use

them, what they do with their hands during leisure at

lome or while discussing o planned ritual with theis
age group, how they relate (o their children, how feel
ings ol atlection or dislike are manifested?

In a novel, we are forced to make up the images of
the people and their environment, We form a mental
picture from the clues given in the description by the
author. We make an image in our minds. invent an en-
tire landscape and the physical/psychological being of
the characters and take ourselves there. As we read
the entire novel. these images keep flashing across our
minds and form our own private spectacular film. If
we read the book again years later, we form the same
images, and it is like visiting a place we once knew
very well, reacquainting ourselves with familiar places,
things and people. The ethnography does not let us
reiate to people, places and things, because in the
necd to be scientific, the anthropologist often ne-
glects giving us the description to put us there and
practically never gives us clues so that we can imagine
what it is /fke to be there, what it is like tobe a
member of the society. I'm not saying that the ethno-
graphy should read like a novel, but I don’t think that
the anthropologist’s role is merely to give us a dry
run-down of the culture:it is to give life to it as well.
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“Too much
preparation. ..
limits the
eye...
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When we arc presented with a film, we are no longer
expected to form our own images;we arc presented
with the actual places with people moving through
them, things with people handling and using them,
and the people themselves moving in space and time,
behaving and relating and going about their daily
lives. By looking at a film we can rclate to the place
and things. But in most ethnographic filins, the
pecople are presented in groups, acting out a ritual

as a mass--faceless, nameless, all the same, all
appearing to act and react in the same manner. We see
events that happen only once in a4 while in the cul-
ture, and not what goes on daily. Even when a few
pcople are separated out, we only get to sec them in
the most forimal or fragmented behavior as it pertains
to the event, and we know nothing clse about them,
except what the anthropologist chooses to tell us.
Rarely are their own words used, even in transiation.
An uncaring and uninvolved voice of a narrator tells
us what is going on. The films are like textbooks and
not true film documents of a people.

Where are the pcople in these films? To leave out the
spirit of the people presents a thin tapestry of the cul-
ture, casy to rent, lacking in strength and depth. |
want to know really what it is like to be a breathing,
talking, moving, emotional, relating individual in the
society. The films lack intimacy, dimension, heart
and soul and most of all they are avtless. The people
arc presented as bit actors in a culture play. An alien
interpretation is superimposed over the lives of the
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people. The films only show what the anthropologist
feels is important to show, not what the people feel is
important to their lives. And the only way to find out
what is really important is to let them speak for
themselves. How much are we missing? How much.
by their silence and indifference are anthropologists
contributing to the destruction of humans and their
cultures?

~Anthropologists have been reluctant to deal with the
“fnner person in film because they haven't yet accepted

the techniques, already discovered by film artists, to
present it in such a way that would be acceptable
under scientific scrutiny. Anthropologists see film as
a way to emphasize parts of a written ethnography, as
a restatement of it. They do not understand that film
can open doorways to knowledge and discovery as a
way to present material that cannot be presented
some way in the ethnography with a few photographs.
Filim is a four-dimensional medium. It makes peopie
bigeer than life and there is noway to avoid this. Why
not use it? It can go around, and we have learned, as
we learned as infunts to make the upside down image
in our retinas seem right side up, to perceive the third
dimension on a flat surface. the screen. A film also
has the fourth dimension of time. {1 can be made to
distort and curve time by editing and can be compii-
cated by the ability to show actual time and com-
pressed time in the same film. Things are not only
omitted in timce, but several things happening at once
have to be shown in a continuum. Just as we have
learned to “see” the third dimension of depth, we
have learned as movie-goers to deal with “*film™ time.
We have learned to see film time and place it in real
time in our minds. A closeup of someone talking and
then a cut to another person reacting is easily under-
stood as happening at the same time. Added to thisis
the sound, which can be related one to one with the
picture or presenicd in counterpoint or fugue with
the information conveyed by the image.

The language of film is easily understood by intell-
igent people who go to the movies. Ethnographic
filmmakers should not hesitate to use cinematic tech-
nigues because they think thev are not presenting
events in context. I presented correctly, the viewer
can put events in context. When there is a choice in
ethnographic filmmaking between ethnographicness



people living in the culture. “No small talk,” they say.
"It doesn’t go anywhere,” What do the people talk
about in ordinary situations? Who knows? We haven't
been told.

To see a film, the viewer sits in a darkened room, a
captive audience for its duration. There is little possi-
bility of making the projector go back and show a
part of the film over again. All information must be
assimilated in one or two viewings. As images flow
and sounds weave in and out, we react immediately to
the visual and audio information and try to relate to
the people in the film. While watching ethnographic
films, we are frustrated and bored because we cannot
relate. Anthropologists don’t see a need for their au-
diences to relate, or that it is the role of anthropolo-
gists to present a film that the audience can relate to.

Who reads an ethnography? With rare exceptions they
are read only by anthropology students and profes
sors. Who sees a film about other cultures? Usually
much larper group with vadied maotivitions sees then.
Fven more would sce themd the Oilms were betier,
more artful, nmore imteresting and more informative,

No one [ have ever met, anthropologist or not, has
really liked most ethnographic films. Not only have
they not liked them, but they fee] that the films con-
vey very little important information and contribute
very little to the understanding of the cultures in-
volved. Anthropologists as filmmakers have been mis.

and artfulness many anthropologists feel that ethno-
graphic consideration must come first and art must be
sacrificed. I can’t imagine a situation where one must

make a choice. It is always possible to present mater- . o
erable failures: My conclusion is to take the cameras

ial artfully. . :
, , _ _ out of the hands of the anthropologists and let artists
The above mentioned physical attributes are the basis  make the films.

for the development of the language of the film med- . .
ium. But there are also psychological aspects, the abil- MY approach to ethnographic film has been liberal

ity to put us there. Film is an immediate, intimate and radical in terms of the accepted methods of

and revealing tool in terms of trying to understand anthropology. I prefer to assume that the written eth.
human experience. But anthropologists are unwilling nography can stand by itself as a general outline of
to use it to full potential. “No closeups please,” they - the culture. It provides the cultural context: I think
say. “It is not the normal way of sceing.” But it is that film should be used on another level to explore

normal for an infant to be close to the face of the new ways for gathering information through the indi-
mother, normal for a lover to be close to the body of  viduals wholive their lives in the culture. I like to
the beloved, normal to face a friend eye-to-cye a foot ~ 'make films about one person or one family or two

away and talk intimately and normal for that person people from two cultures in an acculturation process.

to see only the facc of the friend and not his or her In examining personal lives in detail, I am able to get
own face. “No fragments of movement,” they say. a microscopic view of one of the threads that make

But it is normal for a child sitting beside women ‘f{P the tapestry of the whole culture. With several
grinding comn to see only their hand movements, 1lms, I begin to see how the threads are woven to-
normal to catch fragments of the costume of the per- gether, how they split apart and how they are mended.

son dancing next to you out of the corner of your
eye, normal to see only the flank of a cow when you
| you are milking her. Maybe it is hormal for the an-
50 WIDE ANGLE thropologist to be so far removed, but not for the
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Elasticity: “To leave out the spirit of the people presents a thin tapestry . ..’

1 wonder if there isn’t such a thing as too much pre-
paration for the field, if thcre aren’t too many pre-
conceptions of what to look for and how to

Himit and present information. 1 want to feel

like Bronislaw Malinowski must have felt when he
went into the field, frec, open to anything, not know-
ing what to expect or what would be found or how to
present it once it was found. Too much preparation
for an artist limits the eye, tires the mind, puts boun-
darics on perception and worst of all diminishes the
possibility to be open to new and different revela-
tions. I don’t want to know too much beforehand
about the film ['m going to make. My films evolve in
the field. I try not to have too many preconceptions
of what I am going to show in the film or the kinds of
events I'll film. Once in the field, ] am then able to go
after the very best that is presented to me, and I am
not blinded to what /s really important by a precon-

?

ceived notion of what will be important. Artists are
recorders of life and their perception of the human
condition is keen. Good artists want and nced to be
hit hard with their own experience and that of others,
and they can aceept it withdu judging it. Witha
little help they carr focus their observations in an obs
jective way without making their own social state-
ments, Their expert knowledge of the {vols and tech.
niques of film, their heightened perceptibility, aware.
ness and creative processes ¢can get them beyond the
place where ethnographers stop, where they can'’t im-
agine going. Ethnographic films can and should be
works of art, symphonies about the fabric of a peopls,
celebrations-of the tenacity and uniqueness of thé
human spirit. @
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