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THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR

By David Sterritt

New York
In a healthy development for
documentary cinema, some fllm-

makers have been moving pur-

posely away from the pontifi-
cating approach that's a feature
of many nonfiction fllms.

This trend has been espe-
cially strong in the field of an-
thropological and ethnological

_ film. Robert

Gardner, for ex-

FILM ample, has con-
tinually reduced
the explanations and narrations
in his movies, eliminating them
entirely in the recent "Forest of
Bliss," which calls for viewers
to make what they will of his
complex Indian images.

Even the pioneering Jean
Rouch has evolved from the re-
portage of "“Les Maitres Fous”™ to
the knockaboul impressionism
of "Cocorico Monsieur Poulet,”
showing less interest in “objec-
tive facts” than in the subjective
moods and emotions of the Afn-
can cultures he explores.

Trinh T. Minh-ha is younger
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Han01-bom filmmaker turns her lens on Africa

than thDSE directors, but may
grow to equal stature.

Under the label "Images of
Culture,” two of her fllims are on
screen through Nov. 21 at the
Whitney Museum of American
Art here. Both show a deep fas-

cination with the African cul-
tures they depict.

More innovatively, they also
show a determination to chal-
lenge the exploitative attitudes
that Trinh feels are built into
documentary fllmmaking itself.
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“It's hard to avoid being a
voyeur when you're holding a
camera,’ she said during a re-
cent Whitney Museum talk. Dut
she tries.

“Reassemblage,” shot in Sen-
egal, 1s an exercise in avoiding

Frame from Tnnh' ‘Naked Spaces,’ on view at Whitney Museum
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tours of homes and other objects. Again
the images are fleeting and fragmented,
and again the soundtrack is a complex
collage of words and on-location sounds.

It seems likely that Trinh's chief trade-
mark - her aversion to the know-it-all
nature of much ethnographic film - is
rooted in her own international back-
ground, which has taken her through

many cultures. Born in 1062 in Ianoi,
Vietnam <he left ot ao0p 17 1o eontinne hpr

self-centered stances. Near Lhe
beginning we hear Trinh saying
she wants to speak not "about”
her subject but "nearby"” it. That
is, she hopes to suggest ideas
about Senegal without pretend-
ing to be part of it or to "under-
stand” it in a reductive way.

To this end, she has cut the
film into bits and pieces, using
#d odd vantage points and scem-
*J8 ingly random camera move-

: ments. And she never stays with
a scene or umage long enough for
it to become "entertaining” and
thereby exploit or demean the
everyday pcople she depicts.

“Naked Spaces: Living Is
Ilound" is different in that it has
an organizing theme - the strong
feminine character of some
West African cultures, and how
this is rellected in the round con-
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education in the Philippines, at the
Sorbonne in Paris, and then at an nmcr-
ican university.

She holds advanced degrees in com-
parative literature and music, which
helps explain the keen verbal and musical
aspects of her films. ller strategy is a
risky one: to advance the art of documen-
tary by questioning its most basic as-
sumptions. While this may not endear her
to those who enjoy basking in “exotic”
travel and educational movies, it prom-

ises Lo enrich an important branch of
1l.'nr'|ri t'inurnfl
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