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 A black title card announces the location to be studied in the final moments of California 

Company Town.1 Throughout the film, these title cards have given us the names of towns, most 

of them small and forgotten, across California: hardly uttered names like Chester, McKittrick, 

Westwood, Eagle Mountain. Lee Ann Schmitt’s camera has gravitated toward desolate 

landscapes of cracked cement, ruined homes, empty lots, and general signs of abandonment 

where there once was life. Her voiceover – uncompromising in its monotone – has provided a 

brief history of these locations: usually one of quick economic boom from resource extraction 

and inevitable decay accompanied by labor exploitation and unemployment. Now the title card 

reads “Silicon Valley, CA.” Schmitt’s voice is absent throughout this final scene: the images 

speak for themselves. 

 Weeds fill the first frame, rustling as vehicles fly past in the background under power 

lines. A radio voice discusses the diminishing power of the US dollar (it is the recession of the 

late 2000’s). Schmitt’s camera now takes us to the Google campus. Completely absent are the 

fidelity and grandeur which one expects to accompany images of the Silicon Valley tech world; 

instead, we view this ‘pinnacle of California innovation’ through the same unflattering lens that 

has shown us ghost towns and industrial decay for over an hour. What occupies our attention 

                                                 
1 Lee Anne Schmitt, California Company Town, 2008. 
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foremost in these frames is not the shiny blue towers of glass or the bright green mowed lawns 

and orderly trees, but the empty plots of dull brown grass, dirt, scraggly bushes and trees. 
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It is the main character of California Company Town: the expanse of unkempt space 

which looms at the borders of this industrial mirage, waiting patiently to absorb the manicured 

greenery and clean cement into its ugly brownness. Perhaps it will only be a few decades before 

this landscape resembles the ghost towns that populate the rest of Schmitt’s film. 

*      *      * 

 What place does the Google campus have in a historical film? Is California Company 

Town a “historical film?” I begin with discussing these unorthodox images of Silicon Valley, 

because they conjure a unique sensation which I hope to crystallize through this paper. Watching 

Schmitt’s work, I feel the urge to ask (though I already know the answer): “what year is this?” 

More importantly: “does it matter?” The concoction of image, sound and content here creates a 

temporally confounding state. Soft 16mm footage with flat colors and undramatic light, viewed 

in 4:3 is read as an image from the late-mid 20th century. Without being informed that the film 

was made in the 2000’s, one might assume that it was shot in the 1970’s; that is until a modern 

car drifts through the frame. Schmitt’s words and images have created a fluid sense of 

temporality: a revised contract with history, within which a meditation upon the Google campus 

as a “historical” landscape no longer comes as a shock. These images effectively wage war on 

the notion of progressive history, filling the imaginary gulf which is so often carved between a 

present reality and the historical.  

The title of this essay points to a problem of ‘distance’ that I believe is inherent in the 

documentary film mode. I will use the term to reference an implied relationship between viewer 

and onscreen subject, an arrangement where the comfort and pleasure of the viewer are overall 

reinforced by rendering the subject as other – often in terms of race, but more importantly for 

this writing in terms of temporal and spatial difference. In the case of the documentary lens on 
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historical violence, the problem of objective distance becomes one of imagined distance and non-

relation between present day neoliberal life and the colonial violence of the past: the latter of 

which financed (literally and figuratively) the former. Linear temporality and notions of 

ethnic/cultural/historical otherness effectively displace the historical event of colonial violence: 

the viewer may sit in the darkness, comfortable in their cathartic encounter with “subjective 

violence”2 because the violence of history is rendered as far away and unrelated to contemporary 

societal structures. Not only does the linear sense of history construct an illusion of impunity for 

the neoliberal world, it also denies meaningful understanding of past events. The imaginary void 

between present and past suggested by Western traditions of history must be confronted.  

* * * 

Before identifying means for addressing my problem of “documentary distance,” it would 

be useful to highlight the significance – and prove the very existence – of this problem. To 

preface the discussion that occupies most of this paper, I draw parallels between two 

ethnographic ventures: one contemporary and one from a century ago. Both of these filmmakers 

operate under the presumption that advances in photographic image technology allow for a 

dissolution of distance between subject and viewer; however, a more critical consideration of 

these works reveals that the construction racial, spatial and temporal distance is in fact central to 

the illusion of proximity: distance is inherent in the documentary mode. 

The primary focus of this essay is to identify and analyze documentary work that 

grapples – intentionally or not – with the problem of “documentary distance,” ultimately 

suggesting that an appropriation of postmodernist temporal sensibility may contribute to a more 

                                                 
2 Slavoj Zizek, Violence (Macmillan, 2008). 
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adequately complex and meaningful engagement with violent histories through documentary. 

This analysis places equal emphasis image and audio, as I believe sound carries special weight in 

the enforcement of temporal perspective. Hence, the ideas expressed in this essay find their roots 

in the audio theory expressed by Michel Chion in books like Audio-Vision, while also applying 

ideas more specific to documentary, like those of Trinh T. Minh-ha and Fatimah Tobing Rony. 

By conducting analysis through these theories of image, sound and documentary form, I hope to 

point toward means of confronting the pressing issue of historical representation in documentary. 

The second section of this essay dissects Trinh’s 1982 film Reassemblage, highlighting 

how experimental form can succeed at confounding a sense of time which separates the present 

from history. The third section will look at Joshua Oppenheimer’s more recent work, The Act of 

Killing (2012), which utilizes reenactment and media reflexivity to problematize the way in 

which many viewers relate to historical violence. Lastly, I discuss my own work on a 

documentary project in which I use subjective narration and temporal fragmentation in an effort 

to challenge the normalized “Wild West” narrative of Native American genocide and land theft 

in Northern California history. 
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I  –  Inherent Issues: Empathy, Violence and Distance 

 
Edward Sheriff Curtis, In a Piegan Lodge. (c. 1910) – before and after retouch 
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In a Piegan Lodge (pictured on the previous page) is frequently referenced as a means of 

complicating Edward Sherriff Curtis’ canonical body of work The North American Indian. It is 

known that Curtis created prints in which the original photograph was doctored to remove a 

clock.3 While an understandable reaction is to consider this erasure of modernity from the image 

as an offense against documentary authenticity, I would suggest alternatively that Curtis’ 

doctoring is the very means through which authenticity – especially in the Ethnographic sense – 

is preserved. Is the removal of this clock not troublingly logical? In one sense, Curtis needed this 

image to contribute to the “vanishing race” narrative4 which ties his book together; however, I 

believe that Curtis’ image served the more essential purpose of catering to a preexisting 

collective (among whites) fantasy of history. This image that attempts to construct, through 

layers of illusion, what is received as a superbly real (more real than flavorless lived reality) 

encapsulation of a specific history. The viewer feels as if they are teleported to the place and 

time pictured, only because the image conforms to a vision of history that has dominated 

European though for centuries. In this sense, it didn’t matter that Navajo tricked Curtis by 

performing a ceremony backwards5 for his cameras: the image – regardless of its factual status – 

fit perfectly with the fantasy of the filmmaker and viewer. 

 Curtis was able to project an illusion of historical distance upon the Native Americans he 

photographed and filmed, branding them repeatedly as a “vanishing race” while they remained 

alive and ‘un-vanished.’ In her book The Third Eye, Fatimah Tobing Rony classifies Curtis’ 

                                                 
3 Joanna Scherer, “Lyman: The Vanishing Race and Other Illusions: Photographs of Indians by Edward S. Curtis,” 
Studies in Visual Communication 11, no. 3 (May 19, 2017): 78–85. 
4 Edward S. Curtis, The North American Indian: The Complete Portfolios, Bibliotheca Universalis (Köln, Germany: 
Taschen, 2015). 
5 Fatimah Tobing Rony, The Third Eye: Race, Cinema, and Ethnographic Spectacle (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1996), 70. 
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work as “taxidermic,”6 and identifies the use of “the picturesque” aesthetic as a means of 

marking subjects prehistoric and therefore spectacular. Here is Rony: 

As a mask to hide colonial anxieties, the picturesque was a means to catalog the distant, in 

a discourse which Suleri describes as “an unhinged aestheticism that veils and sequesters 

questions of colonial culpability… 
In his photographs and film, Curtis did much to promote the myth of the timeless 

“authenticity” of the Native American … The complex ways that Native Americans have 

negotiated the presence of whites in the Americas were never part of Curtis’s mythology 

of the Indian.7 

 

For the purposes of my writing, I would like to modify slightly Rony’s use of 

“picturesque,” and suggest a construction of ‘picturesque time’ by Ethnographic works. It is as 

if, while still placing himself and other whites within Western assumptions of linear temporality 

and objective history, Curtis points to a realm of existence that is somehow outside this history – 

a purgatory of meaningless time – in which Native Americans exist. Essential to the construction 

of this ‘picturesque time’ is the creation and/or reinforcement of iconic images which produce an 

intoxicating fantasy of “real” history. Such imagery is what enables the Ethnographies by the 

likes of Curtis or Robert Flaherty to function. So crucial is the picturesque that all manner of 

alterations must be made to reality in order to preserve it. 

Rony accuses many Ethnographic films of catering to a viewership habit she identifies as 

“fascinating cannibalism,” with this idea clearly implying that the documentary mode involves 

consumption. Rony writes: “the ‘cannibalism’ is not that of the people who are labeled as 

savages, but that of the consumers of the images of the bodies – as well as actual bodies on 

                                                 
6 Rony, 77-98. 
7 Ibid., 90-91. 
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display – of native peoples offered up by popular media and science.”8 Central to the process of 

making potentially challenging documentary images easier to consume is a subtle, contextual 

emphasis upon difference and distance between viewer and subject. The image of the “primitive” 

inherently threatens the authority of the Western lifestyle as a normalized zero-level, so this 

image must be otherized – rendered exotic so that it may be readily consumed for pleasure. 

Within this context, the horrific violence which such people have been and continue to be 

subjected to is made less real, more distant – the connection of this violence to present day 

reality is severed by Ethnographic exotification and “picturesque time.” 

I believe that documentary representation of historical and colonial violence is 

intrinsically tangled in the issues that Rony finds in film’s use of ‘the Ethnographic’ (note that 

“Ethnographic” is written by Rony with an upper-case “E,” because it signifies not a mode of 

filmmaking, but a quality of the “picturesque”9 and of otherness which is forced upon colonial 

subjects by film). In the Ethnographic subject, Rony finds a terrifying ahistorical construction. 

Discussing the display of West African bodies in the proto-films of French anthropologist Félix 

Regnault, Rony writes: “Their names and history are not given… Emptied of history, their 

bodies are racialized. The racialized body in cinema is a construction denying people of color 

historical agency and psychological complexity.”10 Hence, the construction of an Ethnographic 

subject is enabled through the imposition of a ‘void of history’ with which the filmmaker 

shrouds the victims of colonialism. 

Curtis’ project is steadfastly invested in an idea of progressive, linear history, as it 

presupposes that time and societal evolution are interlinked, marching onward while leaving the 

                                                 
8 Rony, 10. 
9 Rony 
10 Ibid., 71. 
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“noble savage” behind to fade into the void of history. Curtis’ carefully constructed ‘mis-en-

scene of the historical’ demonstrates in explicit terms the problem this section grapples with. The 

works of Curtis show that history and the real – and more importantly the idea that film/video 

provides a means of teleportation into that history/reality – are fictions which must be created for 

the functioning of documentary film. The temporal and spatial distance implied by this fiction is 

therefore engrained in the machinery of film that deals with history. 

* * * 

This distance I speak of – a dissociation between viewer and image subject – is evident in 

Thomas Keenan’s analysis of an ABC broadcast on March 3, 1995, which covered the violent 

“postmodern conflict”11 in Kosovo. From a hospital bed, civilian Faruk Sabanovic watches 

footage of himself being shot and paralyzed by a sniper. A UN soldier observes, motionless for 

some time as Sabanovic lies on the ground. Only after another civilian screams at him does he 

move his armored vehicle to protect the civilian as he carries Sabanovic out of the line of fire. 

More distant than the hesitant UN soldier is the cameraman who films the scene, even more 

distant is the viewer. Sabanovic remarks: “it is strange when I watch the video, I feel like it it’s 

somebody else.”12 

Keenan includes this moment in an essay that argues for a time and distance compression 

that is symptomatic of a sort of globalized media consciousness which emerged around the time 

of the Yugoslav Wars – a notion of all-seeing media that is notably similar to Andre Bazin’s 

1946 idea of “total history.”13 Kennan’s essay criticizes this paradigm of globalized, 

                                                 
11 Thomas Keenan, “Publicity and Indifference (Sarajevo on Television),” PMLA 117, no. 1 (2002): 104–16., 110. 
12 Keenan, 110. 
13 André Bazin and Bert Cardullo, “On Why We Fight: History, Documentation, and the Newsreel (1946),” Film & 
History: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Film and Television Studies 31, no. 1 (2001): 60–62. 
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surveillance-like news and publicity, pointing to the ineffectuality of media coverage in 90’s 

Bosnia. Kennan starts the essay with this quote from a journalist, who suggests that the victims 

of those wars might feel as “if you were mugged in full view of a policeman and he did nothing 

to rescue you.”14 

What failed in Bosnia? We often say that we failed and imply that “we” means this 

well-known public of the so-called enlightenment project. But the more we rely on 

and retreat to the idea that the public sphere collapsed, the more we shore up a 

notion whose apparent solidity may be implicated in the disaster. What if the belief 

in this public was part of the failure, if the faith in the obviousness, the evidence or 

self-evidence of the pictures and the automatic chain of reasoning they inspire, was 

not what failed but was the failure itself?15   

Kennan here offers a challenging provocation for the documentary viewer, suggesting that the 

overwhelming amount of faith afforded to the documentary film image is a misguided and 

destructive one. The viewer craves images of ‘the real,’ assuming that these images will 

somehow prompt the resolution of the issues they capture. The viewer leaves it up to the 

documentary image to perform their moral labor. 

* * * 

Of the relationship that a viewer has with Sidra, the 12-year-old ‘star’ and narrator of the 

VR film Clouds Over Sidra, Chris Milk says: “you feel her humanity in a deeper way… you 

empathize with her in a deeper way.” After bragging about promoting empathy by showing 

Clouds at the Davos Economic Forum, Milk closes his TED Talk by asserting that, through VR, 

“we become more connected, and ultimately, we become more human.” Behind him, a screen 

                                                 
14 Keenan, 104. 
15 Ibid., 112-13. 
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reads: “VR is a machine that makes us more human.”16 Milk need not be held entirely 

accountable for his misplaced optimism for virtual reality filmmaking; rather, we should 

recognize his adherence to a tempting thought form – one that has been present since the 

invention of film. This idea that film inherently and in a very physical sense carries philanthropic 

potential is something that flowers with every notable advance in film technology. By 

positioning VR as an “empathy machine,” Milk merely embodies another iteration of this 

assumption. Whether the idea comes from Milk in 2015, André Bazin in 1946, or Bolesław 

Matuszewski in 1898, what this practice of excessive technological optimism always proposes is 

that film inherently compresses space, time and distance: by placing a camera somewhere, the 

viewer can be there. 

Milk’s overzealous assertions about virtual reality are hardly distinguishable from the 

tone of Matuszewski’s 1898 manifesto, which detailed his belief that “animated photography” is 

by nature “truthful and infallible.”17 Both of these men imagine their technology as a means of 

capturing and containing reality at an equivalent or even greater level of detail as the human eye: 

since it is so effective, the apparatus of capture is something to be placed somewhere and 

allowed to ‘work its magic.’  

                                                 
16 Chris Milk, How Virtual Reality Can Create the Ultimate Empathy Machine, accessed February 28, 2019, 
https://www.ted.com/talks/chris_milk_how_virtual_reality_can_create_the_ultimate_empathy_machine. 
17 Boleslas Matuszewski, Laura U. Marks, and Diane Koszarski, “A New Source of History,” Film History 7, no. 3 
(1995): 322–24., 323. 
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The person filming with this device imagines that 

they are setting up a surrogate ‘person,’ since by design it 

provides a spot for a viewer’s head to float and rotate. In 

other words, the VR capture device is promoted as a means 

of teleportation (a compression of distance) for the few who 

are fortunate enough to own VR headsets. Now, the VR-

enabled viewer can momentarily transport themselves to a 

warzone and “empathize” with a suffering other, thereby 

consuming their unit of moral consciousness. Of course, the 

viewer in the first world cannot truly “be there” – they are 

probably sitting in the comfort of their home. More importantly, one cannot truly hope to 

understand on an internal level the pains of these people on screen: film inherently renders their 

suffering as ornamental, visual and far away. Whether the spectral projection of film exists on a 

wall, a screen, or a pair of goggles that adjusts an image based on the rotation of one’s head, it is 

always a projection of a ‘distant’ other. 
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Watching young refugees walk to school in Clouds, I can’t help but feel as though I am 

essentially viewing Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory18 – only this time the spectacle of film 

technology is joined by the spectacle of human suffering. Children walk in line against a barbed-

wire fence, some of them gaze curiously at the apparatus. The vague chatter of environmental 

sound is present; however, it is completely overpowered by an intoxicatingly emotional solo 

piano performance. The piano is a studio recording: its high fidelity and evocative tone 

completely displace the environmental sounds in the back of the mix, carving space for a narrator 

to impersonate the rather unilluminating musings of a twelve-year-old girl. The proponents of 

this film suggest that looking through a VR device is practically equivalent to “being there;” 

meanwhile, the sound design creates the opposite effect, plugging one’s ears to the actual 

environment and locating the viewer in a detached, speculative space. 

In her article “What’s Wrong with the Liberal Documentary,” Jill Godmilow takes issue 

with the ethical presumptions of many ‘left-leaning’ documentaries, arguing boldly that 

                                                 
18 Louis Lumière, Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory, 1895. 
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“progressive or liberal documentary is an inadequate form.”19 According to Godmilow, the 

“liberal documentary” encourages and profits from self-indulgent viewership habits. “As 

audience, we are mesmerized by the tract of pure evidence and its claim to have made of us 

mental activists.”20 In the case of Clouds, this “pure evidence” is the supposedly objective and 

unmediated view afforded by VR, especially in this form of presentation and reception. Were 

Parisians actually fooled enough by the realism of film to from the theater when viewing The 

Arrival of a Train? Are we not equally gullible (more than a century later) if we are tricked into 

‘thinking we’re there’ by the ability to turn our head around and see a corresponding angle of the 

film space? By ‘capturing everything,’ I fear the VR camera in truth captures nothing. 

* * * 

 The illusions of immediacy and closeness create the very conditions in which the 

problem of documentary distance manifests. Within the paradigm of a commodified film 

viewership experience, audio and visual languages of fiction and distance are in fact central to an 

experience of proximity and reality. The pleasure that a viewer derives from experiencing ‘the 

real up-close’ demands that the image cannot touch the viewer: it must be far away so that one 

can observe without being confronted with visual/sonic information that might shatter the dream 

of the real. The violence of the present must be far away, yet available for the viewer to enter and 

leave as they please. The past absolutely must stay even farther away, separated from the viewer 

by a void of time. Hence, to accomplish the fiction of closeness with the documentary subject, 

the form of documentary must enforce distance of space, culture, race, and linear time. 

                                                 
19 Jill Godmilow, “What’s Wrong with the Liberal Documentary.” https://www3.nd.edu/~jgodmilo/liberal.html 
20 Ibid. 
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II  –  Postmodern Timelessness Through Abstract Audio and Video Editing 

Sound and vision are separated immediately in Reassemblage: the film starts with nearly 

a minute of black screen, over which Trinh T. Minh-ha loops sounds of drumming, identifiable 

as a field recording through its low fidelity and the background chatter of a small crowd. This 

sound abruptly fades to silence just as the first image enters the screen. Now we watch several 

shots – stripped of physicality by their lack of sound – of people carving wood, a child scratching 

their head, and an old man smoking a pipe for about 30 seconds before Trinh’s voice declares: 

“Scarcely twenty years were enough to make two billion people define themselves as 

underdeveloped.” With these opening moments, Trinh is teaching us how to view her film: we 

are to experience sound as if our eyes are closed, and image as if our ears are plugged. For most 

of the film the viewer undoubtedly does both of these things at once; yet it is significant that 

Trinh has severed the temporal link between sound and image that is expected of synchronized 

film. Unlike the intoxicatingly emotional piano of Clouds, whose monotone functions as a moral 

“glue” for the film, Trinh uses disparate sound sources in Reassemblage to actively avoid any 

overbearing emotional or intellectual manipulation of the audience. Unbound, the elements of 

sound and vision are free to ‘slide’ about, each operating on their own temporal plane. Hence, it 

is intuitive – if not encouraged by Trinh – to analyze audio and image of Reassemblage 

separately before considering their combined effects. 

Reassemblage challenges temporal linearity not necessarily with content (footage of life 

in a West African village), but through its form. While the sound and audio tracks function in a 

very isolated manner, they also intersect to create a revised language of film temporality, 

exploding Ethnographic/documentary expectations. If Trinh’s film is explicit about any of its 

goals, it is a rebellion against ethnographic impulses; however, I find that central to this rebellion 
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is a restructuring of documentary temporality. As a result of Trinh’s revisions to ethnographic 

film language, Reassemblage offers a fluid, circular and sometimes static paradigm of 

temporality that could be described as a ‘postmodern sensibility’ toward time and ultimately 

history. 

In Audio Vision, Michel Chion suggests that images – arguably atemporal without sound 

– must satisfy one of several conditions if they are to be “temporalized” by sound. Namely, if an 

image is “static” (not temporally animated by itself and therefore open to be ‘given’ temporal 

progression), or if an image contains its own temporal movement which sound is able to 

compliment.21 Here Chion may be speaking only about individual shots; however, the same can 

be said for an edited sequence. As an example, Chion offers a hypothetical sequence of a crowd 

reacting to something, arguing that in silence, “one can quite easily understand the reactions as 

being simultaneous, existing in a time analogous to the perfect tense in grammar. But if we dub 

onto these images the sounds of collective booing or laughter, they seem magically to fall into a 

linear time continuum.”22 Even a sequence of images that is atemporal in silence allows itself to 

be temporalized by sound if it meets any of the prerequisites suggested by Chion: “being static 

and passively receptive… or by having a particular movement of its own … either elements of 

agreement, engagement, and sympathy, or of active antipathy – with the flow of sound.”23 I will 

argue that the overall sequencing of images in Reassemblage manages to completely avoid any 

of the aforementioned categories, effectively negating any attempt (if there were one) by sound 

to temporalize these images. 

                                                 
21 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 14. 
22 Ibid., 18. 
23 Ibid., 16. 
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 In the opening pages of Woman, Native, Other, Trinh describes the proceedings of a 

hypothetical community meeting set in a “remote village:”24 

The story never stops beginning or ending. It appears headless and bottomless for 

it is built on differences. Its (in)finitude subverts every notion of completeness and 

its frame remains a non-totalizable one. The differences it brings about are 

differences not only in structure, in the play of structures and of surfaces, but also 

in timbre and in silence … The story circulates like a gift; an empty gift which 

anybody can lay claim to by filling it to taste, yet can never truly possess. A gift 

built on multiplicity. One that stays inexhaustible within its own limits. Its 

departures and arrivals. Its quietness.25 

Looking at her interviews and work, it is apparent that time spent in Vietnam and West Africa 

allowed Trinh to absorb crucial non-Western concepts, such as “understanding a structure from 

within ourselves out … ‘know[ing] the world inwardly,’”26 but also a ‘circular’ and pluralistic 

approach to discourse (and by extension storytelling) that can be located in the introduction to 

Woman, Native, Other. Though the film may read as jumbled and incomprehensible upon initial 

viewings, it does not subvert Ethnographic documentary impulses merely through chaos or 

randomness; rather, Reassemblage establishes its own language of film editing: a form that is 

“headless and bottomless” – atemporal. 

 Let us consider what is perhaps the most famous moment of Reassemblage, when Trinh 

quietly asserts: “I do not intend to speak about, only to speak nearby.” Two shots of walkways 

bordered by wooden fences flash quickly before us, the second image lasting only a split second: 

                                                 
24 Trinh T. Minh-Ha, Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1989), 1. 
25 Ibid., 2. 
26 Nancy N. Chen, “‘Speaking Nearby:’ A Conversation with Trinh T. Minh–ha,” Visual Anthropology Review 8, 
no. 1 (1992): 82–91, https://doi.org/10.1525/var.1992.8.1.82. 
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We witness these two images in silence – there is no continuous sound to bridge the gap between 

them, nothing to indicate that they exist in the same space and time, aside from similar light and 

perhaps the chance that the second shot is taken underneath the foliage we see in the background 

of the first. We return to the first shot, only now two boys run down the trail. Trinh’s voice 

jumps out from the silence just as the cut is made: “I do not intend to speak about …” 

 

“Only to speak nearby” announces another cut to the second location, where three children run 

toward the camera. Suddenly, a loud drum beat erupts as Trinh finishes her sentence, and the 

three children disappear, replaced by a woman carrying a basket on her head. 
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The visual content of this sequence effectively confounds any attempt to be understood in 

units of continuous, linear time. More importantly, the sequence defies any need for linear 

temporality. The viewer might notice that the series of shots makes perfect visual sense as a set: 

all the shots share a common framing and content matter (people walking down a path between 

fences). Even though the refusal to adhere to laws of film continuity should typically render a 

scene as nonsensical. Spatial and temporal continuity between these shots is simply unimportant. 

The images may could have been from weeks and/or miles apart, yet they may as well take place 

at the same time: like the images of a crowd that Chion imagines, “simultaneous, existing in a 

time analogous to the perfect tense in grammar.”27 Accepting this paradigm, the jump cut that 

causes the sudden disappearance of the three children needs not imply that they have truly 

vanished into nonexistence – they are not lost in linear progression but are instead part of the 

simultaneous plurality which all of these images represent. 

Helping significantly with this sense of plurality are the film’s “dead” silences, which 

allow space for the viewer to produce their own interpretations of the images and their 

temporality. It should be noted however that this “silence” is an analog silence, sustained by a 

                                                 
27 Chion, Audio-Vision, 18. 
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subtle tape hiss and sparsely populated by pops. For some this may distractingly draw attention 

to the technicalities of the medium; however, I find that this tape noise offers a hint of warmth 

and vitality for the ears: imagine the terrifying deadness of digital silence here instead. Indeed, 

any silence in a film mix is shocking for the viewer: Trinh suggests in When the Moon Waxes 

Red that “the soundless image is mortal (death has already occurred or will soon ensue): it drifts 

on to infinity, without ever taking root, hence its dreamlike reality – a dream within a dream. A 

dream that soon becomes a nightmare.”28 I am certain that Trinh understood this soundless 

“dream” did not need to become a nightmare. The first few silences of Reassemblage are 

shocking; yet the viewer eventually becomes accustomed to this form, leaving space for the 

popping of tape to form a comfortable bed of temporally static sound, perhaps even containing a 

meditative quality like what can be found in the subtle tape noise in the background of Éliane 

Radigue’s album, Trilogie De La Mort.29 More than once, Reassemblage presents the viewer 

with interwoven images of children, forests, trees burning, and the carcasses of water buffalo – 

all played over the temporally and emotionally neutral tone of silence. With these moments, 

Trinh communicates an understanding to which silence is a central element. The atemporality of 

silence allows for the simultaneity of birth and death: as in life, the silence offers no guidance as 

to how we should feel about mortality, therefore leaving the possibility for a more appropriately 

complex emotional interpretation of such things. 

 

 

                                                 
28 Trinh T. Minh-Ha, When the Moon Waxes Red: Representation, Gender, and Cultural Politics (New York: 
Routledge, 1991), 203. 
29 Eliane Radigue. Trilogie De La Mort. XI Recordings, 1998. 
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Of the countless sequences in 

Reassemblage which take advantage of 

silence to further disrupt linear 

temporality, one that occurs about 33 

minutes into the film stands out, as the 

“dead” silence is very apparent, lasting 

over a minute. We watch closeups of 

several women, each given around five 

similar shots which jump-cut between 

each other. All of these quick shots appear 

to have been taken only seconds apart, or 

more likely they are snippets which Trinh 

pulled from a single, longer take. 

In what temporal state do these 

images exist? Again, I would suggest that, 

like Chion’s silent cinema crowd, the shots 

maintain a sensation of simultaneity, not 

continuous temporal progression. There is 

simply no way to tell whether one image 

of this woman’s face actually occurs 

before or after another, yet we still 

understand the images as part of a 

cohesive set. 
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And what of the sounds which Min-ha uses in Reassemblage? There is of course her 

voice, which often whispers above the silence, capturing our attention regardless of its soft tone. 

However, I find that the use of field recording in Reassemblage is far more radical. Defying 

expectations for sound design, it seems that Trinh does not layer recordings in this film, only 

playing one field recording at a time. It should be noted that Trinh does little to mask the fact that 

one is hearing a field recording: we sometimes hear handling noise and gain adjustments – 

evidence of a recordist – in a longer track of sound. Hence, the practice of heightening 

immersion in an expansive but illusory sonic environment is sidestepped here, as Trinh opts to 

draw attention to her seemingly unadulterated sound recordings. Chion might consider most of 

these field recordings used in Reassemblage as “frieze time” (a term I am glad is phonetically 

identical to “freeze time”): “characterized by a homogeneous distribution of discourse and of 

sonic events in time. The beginning and ending moments of a movement seem to be divided up 

in an endless continuum, even if the change might have been produced between one point and 

the other.”30 This frieze time is evident in the numerous recordings of drums and other rhythms, 

always muddied by the chatter of many other voices. Also exemplary are recordings of the nature 

in and around the villages we see, such as the birds and dogs that can be heard just over nine 

minutes into the film. In all of these field recordings one hears both rhythm and chaos; yet 

always with a profoundly cyclical nature which makes one wonder if the sound is being looped 

or not. 

 In “Holes in the Sound Wall,” Trinh calls for a reassessment of film sound treatment: 

“Move from that which is easily identifiable to that which is at the limit of being identifiable. 

Listen to them non-knowingly but alertly. Enjoy their materiality. SUSPEND the MEANING of 

                                                 
30 Michel Chion, Sound: An Acoulogical Treatise (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 40. 
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sound.”31 This plea for an entirely new approach to sound production and listening echoes 

Chion’s idea of “reduced listening” from Audio-Vision, 32 published only a year before When the 

Moon Waxes Red. Regardless of the extent to which the quote above was influenced by Chion’s 

writing, Trinh’s 1982 film stands as an excellent documentary example of reduced listening. The 

film encourages reduced listening precisely through its irreverence for synchronization. It may 

very well be the case that not a single sound in Reassemblage is synced with an onscreen event, a 

relationship which results in audio that ‘floats,’ unbridled by obligations of catering to the 

realism of images. Toward the end of the film, we hear a rather loud recording of cicadas – a 

sound that lasts a full minute. Meanwhile, we witness images of a dead water buffalo, and of an 

approaching sandstorm. Are we to believe – according to the traditional use of sound in film – 

that the sound of cicadas could be heard at the same close distance in all of these shots? It is clear 

that Trinh wishes for the viewer to extract a non-literal meaning from this sound. In the 

concluding page of “Holes in the Sound Wall,” Trinh writes: 

The eternal chatter that escorts images is an oppressive device of fixed association. 

To bring out the plural, sliding relationship between ear and eye and to leave more 

room for the spectators to decide what they want to make out of a statement or a 

sequence of images, it is necessary to invent a whole range of strategies that would 

unsettle such fixedness.33 

Hence, we can see with Reassemblage how Trinh’s sound design – either with “dead silences” or 

looping, non-progressing rhythms – manages to completely defy the inherent linear ordering, 

linear time (and therefore linear history) implied by the medium of film. Reassemblage presents 

life in this village through a language of film that is new and foreign to most viewers; more 

                                                 
31 Trinh, When the Moon Waxes Red, 205. 
32 Chion, Audio-Vision, 29-32. 
33 Trinh, When the Moon Waxes Red, 206. 
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importantly, a language that inhibits the practice of viewership which seeks to compartmentalize, 

consume and extract objective meanings from the documentary image/sound. 

*      *      * 

In his writing on postmodernism, Frederick Jameson characterizes “postmodernist 

temporality”34 as a “fragmentation of time into a series of perpetual presents.”35 This temporal 

sensibility – when isolated from the other preoccupations of postmodernist thought – aligns 

excellently with the attitude toward history and temporality which I have located in Trinh’s 

work. Instead of a disparate set of “perpetual presents,” I hope to dwell on the more general 

blurring and confounding of linear temporality in documentary film: a means of attacking the 

modernist illusion of progressive history. This sense of “postmodern timelessness” can be 

achieved in documentary film without abiding a distracting commitment to the use of pastiche.  

I do not suggest that Trinh aimed to make postmodern film: with Reassemblage, her aim 

is to challenge Western thought through a form that undermines Ethnographic assumptions, 

instead challenging the notions of homogenous Western experience by hinting at rural 

Senegalese conceptions of self, space and time. Nonetheless, the ideas and formal structures of 

Reassemblage align with an essential effect of most postmodernist art: to profoundly challenge 

assumptions about the nature of reality, and by extension linear history and time. Under this 

revised contract with the real, a film may work to communicate the ways in which a viewer may 

be entwined in the violence of history – history that is no longer crystallized and ornamental but 

is instead fluid and active. The distance between the present and history will always remain 

                                                 
34 Fredric Jameson, The Cultural Turn: Selected Writings on the Postmodern, 1983-1998 (London ; Verso, 1998). 
18. 
35 Ibid., 20. 
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undeniable, but the temporal stance I have previously located in postmodern thought suggests a 

singularity of time in which distance and proximity may exist simultaneously. The viewer should 

no longer feel comfortable consuming the documentary image of subjective36 historical violence, 

because the form of a film should help them to sense the broad systems of violence whose 

persistence bridges any imaginary gulf of history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
36 Zizek, Violence. 
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III  –  “The Third Eye” of a Mass Murderer: Confounding Documentary Temporality and 

Morality Through Content 

 Joshua Oppenheimer’s 2012 film, The Act of Killing is understandably controversial: it 

follows the attempts of several aging gangsters to recreate through film the 1965 mass killings 

which they perpetrated. For the purposes of my argument, I will explain two modes through 

which the film navigates my problem of ‘documentary distance:’ the first of which takes the 

form of reenactments that support the sense of postmodern atemporality I have been arguing for, 

and the second being content with conceptual overtones that reverse the structure allowing 

viewers to ‘consume morality’ by watching documentary. 

Midway through Act of Killing, we are brought to a small clearing surrounded by a forest 

at night. In this space is Anwar Congo, who has by now grown to be the film’s ‘star.’ The aging 

gangster is well dressed (much of the film is devoted to showing us how much Anwar cares 

about his appearance, especially before the camera), is rather charismatic, and is also responsible 

for killing hundreds of suspected communists under orders from the Indonesian military, 

government and ultimately the CIA. It has recently come to the viewer’s awareness that Anwar 

believes he is haunted by the ghosts of those he murdered, and now he brings us to a location 

where some of those ghosts were made.  
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Standing in the same space, almost half a century later, Anwar recounts the moment from 

his history which occurred there. He speaks of dragging a man from a car to this spot, swings an 

imaginary machete, and gestures to where his friends stood before they ran back to the car to 

avoid witnessing the killing. This was only one of dozens (possibly hundreds) of murders in 

which Anwar partook – yet he deems this one as particularly important. At the end of the scene, 

Anwar tells the camera that this killing is “the source of all my nightmares.” Oppenheimer cuts 

to a tripod shot, giving us a wide view of the bizarre reenactment that Anwar performs: 

As if fumbling the steps to some strange dance, Anwar, arms raised at his side, 

laboriously shuffles across the frame toward a stump. In a sudden burst of motion, he turns his 

hips and kicks the air. We realize that he is dragging the invisible body of a man he killed in 

1965, kicking him in the stomach as he described moments ago.  
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Pausing for a moment, Anwar switches roles, lurching forward as if he has just been 

kicked and splaying his arms out. He shuffles toward the stump and places his head on it, 

elongating his legs and leaning his weight against his neck. 

Suddenly, Anwar lets forth a terrible gargling sound, which erupts over the mellow cicada that 

have created the scene’s sound bed. He twitches his legs rapidly and pretends to die, lying still at 
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the stump for a lengthy ten seconds before slowly moving to the mat beside him where he kneels, 

exhaling deeply – apparently exhausted by his performance. 

 

To access the greater meanings created by this sequence, it should be noted as pretext that 

Oppenheimer’s sound design here effectively places the scene in a temporal immediate that 

coincides with the capture of these images. This of course is the result of the film’s adherence to 

contemporary documentary audio editing practices, namely the use of synchronized sound 

captured at the location of filming. Here is Chion on sound realism: 

Film as a recording art has developed specific codes of realism that are related to 

its own technical nature. Of two war reports that come back from a very real war, 

the one in which the image is shaky and rough, with uneven focus and other 

“mistakes,” will seem more true than the one with impeccable framing, perfect 

visibility, and imperceptible grain. In much the same way for sound, the impression 

of realism is often tied to a feeling of discomfort, of an uneven signal, of 

interference and microphone noise, etc.37 

As with most of The Act of Killing, this scene’s sound design follows this standard of sonic 

realism which Chion has suggested. Barely louder than the chatter of cicada, Anwar’s footsteps 

                                                 
37 Chion, Audio-Vision, 108. 
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and movements produce a rough scratching sound. Even in the case that these sounds were 

recorded during post-production, the audience has the sense that they were picked up by a mic at 

the scene. If sound orients the spatial and temporal location of the viewer, then the sound design 

of this scene places us right beside Oppenheimer’s camera, watching in the present tense as 

Anwar performs his strange and chilling reenactment. 

 The temporal nature of this scene as a whole, however, is far more complex than the 

temporality suggested by its sound design. We hear and see Anwar Congo in an instantaneous 

present; however, his reenactment also conjures a moment from 1965. Something is unsettling 

about this scene, beyond its gruesome content: one begins to wonder if anything of significance 

has changed between 1965 and now. The forest seems the same: the stump where killings took 

place still stands. Beyond Oppenheimer’s suggestion, and Anwar’s performative inclinations, it 

may be that it is the unchanged space itself which prompts Anwar to physically and so carefully 

act out the memory contained here. Of course, Anwar has aged and softened in his mannerisms 

(at least for the camera), but he is the same man: he is still alive, he is not “history.” Hence, it is 

the very existence of Anwar in this space which so effectively thwarts the process through which 

documentary film inscribes history with a quality of distance. The viewer is unable to retreat to a 

comfortable space of objectivity and detachment, as we are confronted with “history” which 

bleeds into the present through the vessel of Anwar’s reenactment. With this scene, what I have 

called ‘postmodern timelessness’ is achieved through the conflation of a sonically-achieved 

sense of present and a history that is conjured through conceptual work. 

In The Third Eye, Rony describes the inevitable breakdown of ethnographic spectacle at 

ethnographic fairs – zoo-like exhibitions of tribal peoples that were regularly held in Europe and 

the United States during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Many of these fairs encountered a 
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recurring problem: the people on display – presumed to embody the picturesque European 

imagination of the primitive – were in fact human beings capable of their own thoughts: 

“exhibits” who looked back at their European observers, sometimes laughing at the strange 

mannerisms of whites, and often demanding money from those they were entertaining. Rony 

explains this situation as it cropped up at an 1893 “ethnographic exposition” in France: 

Visitors to the fair were meant to “see anthropology,” but what they were seeing 

was not often comfortable: the gaze returned. Perhaps with a third eye, the 

performers at the fair were aware of being viewed as objects of ethnographic 

spectacle, and resisted this status by subverting the illusion of scientific voyeurism. 

The demand for money, rather than being “a natural thing,” threatens to turn 

purportedly authentic daily activity into staged performance. The pointed mirroring 

back of a question at the brasserie threatens to upset the schema in which assertions 

of racially determined native ignorance led naturally to justifications of French 

colonial power.38 

Film is the immediate choice for avoiding these complexities, preserving not only Ethnography 

but more importantly a sense of history which these exhibited performers cannot be a part of. 

Here is Rony again: “Cinema offers a potent way of vicariously circumscribing the threat of the 

return gaze… Like ethnography, cinema is also a topos for the meeting of science and fantasy. 

Cinema, however, eliminated the potentially threatening return look of the performer present in 

the exposition, thus offering more perfect scientific voyeurism.”39 

 I believe The Act of Killing manages to load itself with the threat of this “return look” 

which Rony speaks of. Oppenheimer’s film succeeds at the rare feat of making viewers (whether 

fully or only subconsciously aware) feel implicated in the historical violence perpetrated by the 

                                                 
38 Rony, The Third Eye., 41. 
39 Ibid., 42. 
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mass murderers who are the film’s subjects. Many who watch The Act of Killing are shocked and 

upset with the film – most of their complaints revolve around moral discomfort with letting 

killers speak on film (therein implying that film grants a sort of immortality to those captured). 

Take for example a review from the former commissioning editor of BBC’s Storyville, Nick 

Fraser: “How badly do we want to hear from these people, after all? Wouldn't it be better if we 

were told something about the individuals whose lives they took?”40 I believe what truly repulses 

these viewers who seem to cry for a return to ‘traditional’ documentary values may be that they 

witness mass murderers exploiting media in the same way that the viewer does: as a means of 

rationalizing and becoming comfortable with the horrific violence of the past. In a similar 

manner that a European at an Ethnographic exhibit in the early 20th century must be confronted 

with a mirror of their own objectifying gaze in the eyes of a performer, the Western viewer of 

The Act of Killing must watch themselves in images of killers who attempt – and very 

importantly, fail – to cultivate distance between themselves and an incriminating history. 

The Act of Killing is a film that reveals the crucial role of fiction in creating the Western 

mirage of history. Anwar Congo and his fellow gangsters, all of whom were contracted by the 

Indonesian military (and by extension the CIA) to murder innocents, are given the opportunity to 

reenact the killings of 1965 as they see fit. Anwar and his friends choose to paint much of their 

story with the brush of classic American cinema: we see Anwar in a cowboy getup wrangling a 

communist, or see his crew in hats and suits, torturing a victim in a moodily lit room as if they’re 

in a classic gangster film. It should be noted that Anwar and his gang would often watch 

                                                 
40 Nick Fraser, “The Act of Killing: Don’t Give an Oscar to This Snuff Movie | Nick Fraser,” The Guardian, 
February 23, 2014, sec. Film, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/feb/23/act-of-killing-dont-give-
oscar-snuff-movie-indonesia. 
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American films in the movie theater they owned before walking across the street to murder 

accused communists.  

 

These men manage to circumnavigate a confrontation with their crimes against humanity 

by re-creating the distracting narratives of Western cinema, rendering unreal and extravagant the 

horrifically routine slaughtering of humans which they partook in half a century ago. What 

causes dread here is not necessarily the gruesome killings, but a terrifying realization that the 

Western structure of cinema is centrally implicated in generating the fantasy of history which 

gives these killers their sense of impunity. Have we not been extracting this same illusory 

impunity for ourselves when consuming films about historical violence? 

* * * 

 One of the harshest critiques of The Act of Killing is launched by Jill Godmilow, many of 

whose ideas align with mine – especially her disdain for “mental activism”41 in documentary 

viewership. However, I cannot agree with her condemnation of Oppenheimer’s film, as 

                                                 
41 Jill Godmilow, “What’s Wrong with the Liberal Documentary.” https://www3.nd.edu/~jgodmilo/liberal.html 
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Godmilow seems to place too much faith in the myth of auteurism, failing to account for the 

plurality of meaning created by a film with such inflammatory methods. 

 Toward the end of her essay, Godmilow focuses on the final scene of The Act of Killing, 

where Anwar Congo visits, for the second time in the film, a building where he killed dozens of 

people accused of being communists. Earlier in the film, Anwar had danced about the small 

rooftop patio, demonstrating excitedly for the camera how he had used a piano string to strangle 

his victims. Now it is night, and Anwar is alone with Oppenheimer – his persona is somber. 

Attempting to explain the details of the killings, he begins to gag. As the scene progresses, 

Anwar seems to lose control of his body: he cannot finish a sentence without convulsing 

dramatically as he retches – never actually vomiting, but certainly attempting to. Godmilow is 

convinced that Anwar is acting in this sequence, and also believes “the possibility that Congo 

dutifully performed the retching for the American filmmaker had apparently never occurred to 

Oppenheimer.”42 Godmilow cites the following quote – taken from an interview where Errol 

Morris suggests that Anwar may have faked his retching – as evidence of Oppenheimer’s 

ignorance. Oppenheimer responds to Morris: 

You’re raising a very, very scary thought. It’s so disturbing in some way that it 

would’ve been hard for me to maintain my relationship with Anwar, if this were an 

operating assumption. It could be right. If Anwar doesn’t have a past and also has 

these at the very most echoes, reverberations or stains from what he’s done that he 

doesn’t recognize, and if the final moment is maybe yet another moment of 

performance, if then he disappears into the night and we’re left in this shop of empty 

handbags, and there’s no connection to the past on that roof, then it’s almost too 

                                                 
42 Jill Godmilow, “Killing the Documentary: An Oscar-Nominated Filmmaker Takes Issue With ‘The Act of 

Killing,’” IndieWire (blog), March 5, 2014, https://www.indiewire.com/2014/03/killing-the-documentary-an-
oscar-nominated-filmmaker-takes-issue-with-the-act-of-killing-29332/. 
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chilling for me to contemplate what the whole movie is really saying. It’s a 

disturbing thought. 

I think Godmilow misreads this passage if she believes that Oppenheimer was somehow 

unwilling to consider Anwar’s retching as performative. Even within the quote, the filmmaker 

admits that “it could be right.” Of course, Godmilow’s general point is that Oppenheimer prefers 

to imagine Anwar is not acting in this scene, but genuinely arrested by his emotions. I think 

Godmilow is correct in this sense: like Rithy Panh with his reenactment-based S21,43 where “the 

only one way to get out” for perpetrators “is through testimony,”44 Oppenheimer may consider 

these confessions as a means for these killers to regain a lost humanity – leading of course to the 

difficult prospect that killers are in fact human, and in turn most humans are capable of 

becoming killers. 

 Though I feel inclined to defend Oppenheimer’s intelligence and awareness as a 

filmmaker against Godmilow’s claims of ignorance, I do not align myself entirely with either of 

these camps. Anwar is not faking the intense emotion – or its physical manifestations – that he 

displays in this scene; yet the alternative is no less (and quite possibly more) disturbing. The 

tension in his body as he gags and chokes while trying to vomit is no act – to say that it is 

“faked” is to guard a two-dimensional idea of good and evil against the threat that this killer is a 

human with emotions. However, this retching is in a very significant sense performative: Anwar, 

in accordance to the fictional forms through which most people choose to construct the imagined 

narratives of their lives, allows the space to prompt the eruption of these very real emotions. In 

                                                 
43 Rithy Panh, S21, 2003. 
44 Joram ten Brink and Joshua Oppenheimer, eds., Killer Images: Documentary Film, Memory, and the Performance 
of Violence (Wallflower Press, 2013), 254. 
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this way, Anwar’s relationship with this rooftop patio embodies the problem I have located in 

documentary representations of violent histories. Every location contains the memories of 

terrible violence – violence which is continues to exist in the present-day society it was used to 

construct. One can “cha-cha” (Anwar does this dance the first time we see him on the rooftop) on 

the spot, consuming a sense of moral impunity through the imagined distance of time between us 

and the past violence, or one can retch from the overwhelming sense that this violence persists in 

the structure of the present world. I would rather the viewer choke on this confusing present-

tense of historical violence. 
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Conclusion – Inspiration Point 

I began by dissecting the final moments of Lee Ann Schmitt’s film California Company 

Town.45 This work provides framework for the argument I have refined through this essay: that 

the illusion of distance between the contemporary world and historical violence – a fiction too 

often cultivated by documentary work – can be combated with an intentional use of content and 

form. I have identified the presence of this issue in documentary ventures from this century and 

the 19th, pointing alternatively to films by Trinh T. Minh-ha and Joshua Oppenheimer as works 

which utilize sound and vision to both explode the conventions of documentary form and provide 

many viewers with the opportunity to reconsider their relationship with the not-so-distant 

violence of history. Before concluding this essay, let us revisit Schmitt’s film, this time 

examining its opening. 

 The rumbling sound of a car’s interior grows underneath the title card of California 

Company Town. The first shot is of a dirt road under tall trees: a map’s reflection can be seen in 

the windshield as the car slowly makes its way down the bumpy road. Over the radio, we hear a 

snippet of the speech George W. Bush gave at the end of major combat in Iraq.46 The radio 

passage finishes with: “The advance of freedom is the surest strategy to undermine the appeal of 

terror in the world.”47 Immediately following this is footage from Beckwourth Pass, over which 

Schmitt shares details about the life of Jim Beckwourth, who was hired by private interests to 

discover new routes into California. With this short scene, Schmitt foregrounds the collapse of 

linear temporality that takes place throughout her film: Bush’s voice from 2003 and the “distant” 

                                                 
45 Lee Ann Schmitt, California Company Town, 2012. 
46 “CNN.com - Bush Makes Historic Speech Aboard Warship - May. 1, 2003,” accessed June 11, 2019, 
http://www.cnn.com/2003/US/05/01/bush.transcript/. 
47 Ibid. 
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history of Jim Beckwourth are not disparate elements; rather, the global spread of US 

imperialism alluded to in the speech is part of the same historical process that Beckwourth 

played a part in by helping to connect California to the economy of the West. 

 

* * * 

My film Inspiration Point also deals with California history. In the heart of Mendocino 

County sits Round Valley, containing the small and rural town of Covelo, California. A fifth of 

the valley is reservation land. Most locals understand the area’s bloody history (stained by 

violent European conquest in the 1860’s) through information from a single book, Genocide and 

Vendetta.48 Though I have regularly been afforded snippets of oral histories when interviewing 

Native American community members in Round Valley, most of these stories are fragmentary 

(no doubt resulting from an interruption of oral tradition caused by incredible hardships faced by 

ancestors at the hands of European settlers). It may be the case that the weight of Round Valley 

history rests primarily upon this book. 

                                                 
48 Lynwood Carranco and Estle Beard, Genocide and Vendetta: The Round Valley Wars of Northern California 
(University of Oklahoma Press, 1981). 
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 The book is also rather inaccessible: it is incredibly expensive, partially due to limited 

printing and the bidding market for it amongst Europeans who collect “wild West” nonfiction, 

but also because many copies were destroyed by Round Valley locals whose great-grandparents 

(even grandparents) were depicted accurately in the book as murderous thieves. I was surprised 

to find that most people I spoke with based much of their factual understanding of Round Valley 

history upon loose quotes from a book that few had access to. In two interviews, I asked subjects 

– both Covelo locals who had sat or currently sat on the tribal council – to respond to the 

following quote from Genocide and Vendetta, which describes pre-European warfare among the 

Yuki, the original inhabitants of Round Valley: 

In battle the two sides approached each other, singing and shouting, painted and 

making as much noise as possible. The battle would be half-won if the enemy could 

be scared. Women and older men, who were unable to fight, came with the party to 

shout encouragement and to aid the injured. When one side retreated, the other 

pressed its advantage, killing the wounded and massacring the onlookers. Neither 

age nor sex was spared in such a fight.49 

 Both subjects responded to this passage with skepticism, suggesting that the author had 

embellished upon stories of old tribal warfare by adding drama and violence (even though one of 

the subjects had been friends with Estle Beard, the primary author of the book). Moments like 

these exemplify our precarious relationship with history, especially in situations where the 

extreme violence of colonialism has significantly disrupted oral traditions. Ron Lincoln, of the 

subjects who was shown the quote, remarked in an earlier interview: “how can you sit down and 

have a family gathering when you’re dodging bullets?”50 

                                                 
49 Carranco and Beard, 26. 
50 Inspiration Point, 2019. 
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Can there truly be any experts – anybody with genuine authority over the sharing of 

history? How then can histories as slippery as Round Valley’s be represented in a responsible 

manner through film? My work in Round Valley renders the process of recollecting violent 

histories as fragmentary and temporally complex: each story is confoundingly woven into the 

fabric of murder and land theft that comprises the Western American mythology.   

 The narrative of Western expansionism has been effectively normalized through ‘classic 

American imagery.’ My film attempts to challenge and complicate such images with 

audio/visual form. Inspiration Point opens with a brief statement: “it’s been said that country 

music aims to create a weightless sensation, like floating in space,” followed by Willie Nelson’s 

rendition of “Making Believe”51 played over extreme wide-angle shots of Round Valley-area 

landscapes. These frames echo the picturesque image of the American West: wide open spaces 

of grass and mountains coupled with the sounds of country music and a pedal steel whose 

fluctuating melody glides freely above the landscape. Of course, this picturesque rendition is 

quickly perverted by the film. The Willie Nelson song begins to warp and distort, while the 

sound of steel guitar continues through the film, taking on a sinister character as it is 

accompanied by a low drone (created by rubbing a wax-coated finger on the same instrument 

used to record the steel guitar parts).  

 

 

                                                 
51 Willie Nelson. “Making Believe.” RCA Victor, 1966. 
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The ‘empty’ landscapes are intruded upon by modern vehicles, and the camera begins to 

linger on subjects which clash with the idyllic image of the American West. Rendered with the 

same expansive wide-angle are supermarket interiors and parking lots, buffalo (purchased in the 

70’s by the tribal council, though the animals were not native to any of their original lands) 

enclosed by a rusty fence, and piles of burnt and wrecked cars – a common sight around the 

valley. As a ‘backdrop’ for a discussion of history, my hope is that such images demonstrate how 

the reality of the contemporary landscape clashes profoundly with the constructed ‘picturesque 

Western’ landscape – they obstruct the view of an open space whose emptiness justifies its 

occupation by whites. 
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 Interrupting wide-angle, stationary and durational shots of landscape are bursts of Hi8 

footage: pixelated and in 4:3, often in the form of noisy infrared images. Similarly, my narration 

is recorded with an old tape recorder, noticeably compressed, full of tape hiss and the sound of 

cassette wheels spinning. These mediums are ‘dateable,’ but their date confounds the expectation 

of an authoritative, present-tense objectivity: was this footage shot in the 90’s? From what year is 

the narrator speaking? In this sense, the discussion of Round Valley history comes from several 

voices and more importantly several times. Interviews are rendered both in the ‘crisp present’ of 

HD and the ‘blurry past-ness’ of 90’s Hi8. With this often-dissonant chorus of multiple temporal 

states, it is suggested that numerous subjectivities toward history – a history that is not fixed, but 

one that is difficult to pin down and presents itself differently in various spaces and times – may 

exist simultaneously. 

 

* * * 

 This essay has argued for a form of documentary which reframes the conventional 

discussion of history, combating ideas of progressive history and the sense of impunity which it 

enables. The concept of history is fluid and complex: the objective and retrospective lens often 
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ignores this complexity, dwelling on specificities of the past in a manner that denies the presence 

of historical violence within contemporary life. At the end of my film, I state: “Covelo is violent, 

but no more so than anywhere else.” before shooting my camera with a single-action revolver 

similar to those used in the 1860s – the time of Round Valley’s conquest.  

An experimental documentary form that emphasizes subjectivity and a vaguely 

postmodern sense of atemporality does not automatically ignore the acute materiality of history; 

rather, such forms provide countless opportunities for the dismantling of a “documentary 

distance” which threatens to render history as immaterial and inconsequential. 
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