
WHAT IS DOCUMENTARY

Documentary is to document with 
evidence something that has 

actually happened by using actuality 
footage or reconstructions



Origin 

The term documentary was coined by 

filmmaker John Grierson in 1926 

to describe a film made about life 

on a South Sea Island. He defined 

documentary as the creative 

treatment of actuality (reality)



The first documentary

The first official documentary or non-fiction 
narrative film was Robert Flaherty's Nanook 
of the North (1922), an ethnographic look at 
the harsh life of Canadian Inuit Eskimos living 
in the Arctic, although some of the film's 
scenes of obsolete customs were staged



Main Film Genres 

▪ Action Films
▪ Biographical Films (or "Biopics")
▪ Animated Films
▪ Drama Films
▪ Disaster Films
▪ Cult Films
▪ Epics/Historical Films
▪ Fantasy Films
▪ Documentary Films
▪ Horror Films
▪ Serial Films



Documentary is nonfictional

A documentary film is a nonfictional motion picture 
intended to document reality, primarily for the 
purposes of instruction, education, or 
maintaining a historical record

▪ Documentaries are not just about facts. Instead 
facts are used to create socially critical 
arguments inviting the audience to draw 
conclusions

▪ Features dramatized re-enactments of actual 
events



Changing Definitions: 
“reality” as we see it 

Since the first non-fiction film was presented, 
definitions of the documentary have taken 
many forms, many of them addressing the 
genre’s ability to convey the “truth” and capture 
“reality” as we see it 



Artistic Interpretation of 
Reality

The conflict between representing reality and 
the artistic interpretation of that reality is at the 
core of the question “Is what we’re seeing the 
truth?”

The debate continues over the documentarian’s 
right to “creatively” or “artfully” represent 
reality and their obligation to represent reality 
without distortion or deception



Conflict between Creative treatment of 
‘truth telling” and reality

Robert Flaherty’s landmark documentary 
feature Nanook of the North (1922) came under 
criticism when it was learned that certain 
scenes and events in the film were staged by 
Flaherty who defended himself in the now 
famous quote, “Sometimes you have to lie in 
order to tell the truth”.



“Lie” used as a necessary means of 
telling the truth

Mark Terry, maker of the documentary “The 
Antarctica Challenge: A Global Warning” says: after 
a relatively complex explanation of how land ice is 
melting in Antarctica, it created an animated 
representation of the process to provide an 
enhanced understanding of the scientific theory.  It 
can be categorized as a Flaherty “lie”, but is used as 
a necessary means of telling the truth to a wider 
audience, and, in particular, to an audience 
unfamiliar with scientific parlance



Forms of re-presentation

Documentaries always were forms of re-
presentation, never clear windows onto “reality”; 
the film-maker always a participant-witness and an 
active fabricator of meaning, a producer of 
cinematic discourse rather than a neutral or all-
knowing reporter of the way things truly are 

There exists a three-way relationship in 
documentary film between the filmmaker, the 
subjects of the documentary, and the audience



No Absolute Separation

These differences guarantee no absolute 
separation between fiction and documentary. 
Some documentaries make strong use of 
practices or conventions, such as scripting, 
staging, reenactment, rehearsal, and 
performance: Bill Nichols



Objectives 

▪ To inform

▪ To defend a perspective

▪ To attack a perspective

▪ To persuade

▪ To entertain

▪ To educate

▪ To critique

▪ To observe real life



Varied Motivations 

▪ Many documentary filmmakers attempt to change or 
improve society in some way to bring to light a certain 
cause or injustice with the hope that their film will help 
galvanize the masses to demand change

▪ For other documentaries, the goal is simply to 
entertain or delight the audience in some way. These 
are called human interest stories

▪ This documentary might simply be an observational 
film, not to judge just to show and allow the audience 
to make judgment

▪ Documentaries capture the reality though 
“documents”  to reveal an unusual, interesting or 
unknown angle, uncover a hidden truth or mystery 



Historical documentary

Presents information about an event, person, 
place or idea from the past through  that 
showcases documents, images, photographs, 
and actual footage of the topic 



Structure of a documentary

Documentary structure is often determined by 
the subject matter of the film, but in general 
a documentary is made up of the beginning, 
the middle and the end, sometimes referred 
to as the "three-act structure



Techniques used in 
documentaries
▪ Actuality Footage

▪ Narration

▪ Archival footage

▪ Reconstructions

▪ Background Music

▪ Graphics



Elements of a good 
documentary

The essential element of a good documentary is 
simply, the story. The audience must have an 
intellectual and emotional tie to the film

Basic elements:  literary design, visual design, 
cinematography, editing, and sound design



Making Documentaries 
Step-By-Step
▪ Tell a story you care about
▪ Start with a subject that excites you
▪ Research: Learn everything you can about your 

documentary subject
▪ Make a Plan. Create an outline
▪ Create a Shot List.
▪ Start Shooting
▪ Write a Script
▪ Begin Editing
▪ Check Legal and Copyright Issues



To conclude 

Documentary is  the 
creative treatment of 
actuality as it prevails 
today 


