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2nd Essay:

“Compare the form and style of two or more documentary films showing how – if at all – these differences affect or are determined by the different subject matter of the films discussed.”

Spellbound (2003) and Etre et avoir (2002) are two of the most highly acclaimed and honoured non-fiction films in the recent years. These two contemporaneous films interestingly deal with very parallel subject matters while delivering poles apart stories with poles apart lives. This dual notion has been the primary appeal for the choice of these two particular documentary films to compare and contrasts in this essay. What both films focus, on the surface, are a bunch of schoolboys and schoolgirls. Observing the lives and dreams of these kids, both movies penetrate into the essence of human psychology and sociology. This approach to contemplate the human psychology and sociology through the lives of a bunch of schoolboys and schoolgirls, in fact, proves to be most rewarding in both cases. However these two films observe their subjects in the most contrastive point-of-views. That’s the main reason why these two very similar films deliver poles apart stories with poles apart lives. Spellbound is “set in the stressful world of America's National Spelling Bee championships, where nine million children aged 12-14 compete for a place among 249 spellers”
, where Etre et avoir is set an ocean away, on a small and quiet little French town, so small that it only has a single-classroom school. It can be said that both films display the characteristics of their nationalities in their form and style. While analyzing the two films’ contrasting form and style, this essay focuses on the similarities and differences of these two stories, told by these two different aspects.


Spellbound, is director Jeffrey Blitz’s first feature length film. Jeffrey Blitz received lesser attention/credit in the European media for his work, compared to Nicolas Philibert (director of Etre et avoir). Blitz is also the producer and the cameraman of his film. Yana Gorskaya is the second name in the project, being the film editor. Gorskaya’s contribution to the film is highly important because editing is one of the key elements for their film’s character; the main technical difference between Spellbound and Etre et avoir. The content of Spellbound is a very simple and straight forward one; it’s the story of eight kids who made it to the 1999 Scripps Howard National Spelling Bee finals in Washington D.C.

The eight kids of Spellbound are very special and substantially ‘crazy’. The craziness of these kids is the starting point of Blitz’s tale which ultimately describes a crazy society. One of the many synonyms of the word ‘crazy’ is the word ‘sociopath’
. The word ‘sociopath’ exceeds the point in this case, but it is ironic that through these gifted misfits, Spellbound works its way to analyze the human sociology and the structure of American society. (This is the second main difference between Spellbound and Etre et avoir. Spellbound ultimately scrutinises the human sociology, where Etre et avoir is mainly interested in the human psychology). The eight kids of Spellbound are misfits and geniuses. These kids come from all across the United States. Together they represent the diversity of the American people; the American society. Jeffrey Blitzs indicates; “We never set out to find a racial or ethnic mix of stories. We simply looked for the best stories and the mix provided itself. There was a deliberate attempt to find far-reaching geographic stories and a mix of socioeconomic stories because I wanted to tell a big American story”
. 
Ashley is an afro-American living in a troubled neighbourhood of Washington D.C. Ted lives in a farm in Rolla, Missouri. Neil lives in San Clemente, California in a condo. They are certainly unique and different. But one can’t help but notice that their parents are even more unique,  and  some are very peculiar. ‘The parents’ are the second stepping stone in Blitz’s composition. Ashley’s mother is a single parent who doesn’t interfere with her daughter’s studies. Ted’s mother believes that ‘the army would be good for him’. Neil’s father is an immigrant from India. He is like a full time private tutor for Neil going over 7000 to 8000 words a day. He paid 1000 people in India to pray and chant around the clock for Neil to win. And if he does win, Neil’s grandfather will feed 5000 people in India. He has also hired German, Spanish and French tutors which enhance Neil’s vocabulary on foreign rooted words. He seems to be more of a character than Neil in the film. Then there is Angela’s father; a Mexican immigrant father who has been in USA for 20 years but can’t speak a word of English. 
Jeffrey Blitz composes the film in two parts. The first 45 minutes is the introduction of the eight kids. The second part, after introducing the eight kids, the film documents the National Spelling Bee itself, intercutting interviews with the children and their parents about their aspirations, their fears, and their thoughts on the contest. Despite its simplicity, the film is surprisingly capturing, moving and suspenseful. The second part of Spellbound definitely raises the element of suspense. One may think ‘what could be so exciting about a bunch of kids trying to spell words’, but with the way Blitz and Yana Gorskaya set up the montage and narration of the story, this massive competition delivers a suspense you’re unlikely to experience in any other fiction film. The style of the documentary, fast-paced montage at times and the very nature of the content enable this build-up of suspense. First there’s a short introduction cutting to an extract from the live broadcast of ESPN from Washington DC, Hyatt Hotel. The stages of the competition follow like the elimination rounds in a sports event; Day1, Day2, Round3, Round5, Round8 and so on…At one point, there’s a sequence where several spellers misspell their words. And every time a speller misspells, the bell rings. During this sequence, the bell rings repeatedly, synchronised with the fast jump-cuts of scenes showing spellers’ faces in disappointment one after the other. Afterwards, the music slows down as Ashley steps up to the microphone. The music slowly fades out and the film gets back to synchronisation with the real time of the competition. This gives a rush to the audience of Spellbound and emphasizes the pressure of stepping up to the microphone in the National Spelling Bee
 Relevantly, Nick Broomfield comments as follows when he’s asked about the role of the documentary film maker; “Well, it’s all about storytelling – in the way you order it and the connections that you make and your ability to bring people out. Also, it’s an overall shape you bring to the story or film that you’re telling. That’s the art… how you shape it, the fun you have with it, the fun that you bring to the audience, the way you manage to encapsulate film. I think that’s it.”

With all its adorableness and suspense, Spellbound most importantly strikes as a very basic, unique and perfectly descriptive microcosm of the American Dream. Love or hate the American Dream, it can’t be denied that Spellbound does an extraordinary job at capturing and delivering its subject matter. Beginning with the individual, moving on to exploration of the family, introducing the capital of the nation and cutting to live broadcast footage, Spellbound penetrates the structure of the American society. It is a picture of hard work, determination, self improvement and dumb luck. Especially with the insight to the kids’ family lives, the audience is introduced to some extremes; the constructive and dysfunctional fragments from the American way of life. 
While Spellbound aims to focus on the societal structure, Etre et avoir keeps its observance on the psychology level. Etre et Avoir is highly homogeneous compared to Spellbound in terms of its content. Spellbound is more about the whole of the content, the American way of life and samples and fragments of this society. However in Etre et Avoir, it’s more about the kids and only the kids. The families of the kids and the teacher are supplementary elements. Nicolas Philibert chooses Saint-Étienne sur Usson as the setting for his film. It’s a small French town with a population not more than 250 people. There’s one school with one classroom and a teacher, George Lopez, who works and lives in the same building. There are around a dozen kids whose ages range from 4 to 11. These kids are not special the way the kids in Spellbound are. Their lives are notably simple. It’s the story of a common-man (common-man’s child) living in the countryside. This is the beauty of Etre et avoir; it’s as down-to-earth as films get, very simple and very mellow. 
The title Etre et avoir means “to be and to have” in English. However this title should be read in French. It is a reference to the very basic stepping stone of French grammar. The estimable simplicity of the film is summarized in its title. In fact, this simplicity can be observed in every aspect of the making. Although Nicolas Philibert shot the film “over a 10-week period”
, he minimized his interference. “He showed the camera and the equipment to the children, talked to them about the filming process and explained to them what he was doing. He says it’s important to win their trust, ‘I am not here to judge them, especially these children, working so hard learning difficult things, mathematics, grammar, etc., so difficult.’ He says he told them, ‘We are working here and so are you.’ He says it is very important not to overuse the camera. ‘If you miss something you wish you had filmed, like an interesting lesson, or maybe you decide against filming because of the light, you know it will happen again in a few days. So just wait.’”

What Etre et avoir delivers excellently, and which is not possible to see enough in Spellbound, is the intimacy with the children. Again, it is a matter of simplicity. Some of the children glance at the camera a few times during the film but that’s a part of the observational nature of the film. The kids are conscious of the shooting. Since it becomes a part of their school life for the whole year, they get used to it and it becomes an additional factor to the naturalness of the film. This is also due to the very young age of the kids and Philibert’s patient approach. “The director's patient approach pays real dividends, in the way he observes the kids (who seem genuinely un-selfconscious about the presence of the camera) at work and at play in such a beneficial environment.”

Etre et avoir is full of charming nature images. Philibert uses plenty of still nature shots and long-takes to accommodate with the simple and placid mood of the life in Saint-Étienne sur Usson. Also, inside the classroom, Philibert focuses on kids with long takes catching some simple details which guide the simple story of Etre et avoir. Philibert uses direct sound, no commentary and no voice-over just like Jeffrey Blitz does in Spellbound. However the music and montage of Etre et avoir works in a very poetic level. There’s a romanticization of the school (and the life in Saint-Étienne sur Usson) through the usage of long-takes, still shots and mellow classical music by Philippe Hersant. Philibert’s elementariness can be observed in his overall filmmaking methods; “He had cut his own films previously on film but now he agreed to listen to the chorus of support for digital editing. He says his friends told him it would be easier. He made the first selection at home on VHS, cutting the material to be digitized down to 20 hours. He then started to edit. He had never worked on Avid before and for the first three weeks had an assistant to help him and teach him how to use the machines”
. Etre et avoir follows a very poetic approach to its simple content too. The charming scenes, not suspenseful or sentimental like Spellbound, but rather like an extract from a play, pointing out to the most honest and true types of behaviour and psychology of human beings. Like the scene where one of the girls was busy playing with the little objects in front of her, when a boy’s hand reaches over and steals one of her erasers. The innocent, unprotesting, confused and disappointed face of the little girl was priceless.
Having analyzed both films in form and style, there’s one more very important aspect to be pointed out about the way these two films approach to their subject matters. Both films have no concern of persuading their audience. It is very important because both films can be labelled as observational documentaries. But one should notice the fact that there are interviews which give the films also a participatory identity. Although the camera and the filmmakers do not interact with their subjects during the interviews, they shape the speech of the interviewees with their questions. Also, the editing further complicates the issue of the limits of the directors’ interaction with the reality. Both Blitz and Philibert do a great job on minimizing their involvement with their subjects but virtually it’s impossible to narrate and present a story without getting involved. “The space opened up by the mismatch between record and signification is precisely the space in which the viewer’s choice operates. Every hunter reads the spoor in his own way. The danger to documentary lies in anything which restricts the film within a set of institutionalised norms and erodes that power which the image takes from the viewer’s sense of its contingency.”

Observational documentary and the level of interference are major issues, cinematically, morally and legally. “The observational mode poses a series of ethical considerations that involve the act of observing others go about their affairs. Is such an act in and on itself voyeuristic?”
. The consent of the subjects that take part in the film is the key element. Jeffrey Blitz delivers a successful job at getting what he wants from their subjects without invading their privacy or exploiting their lives. However in Nicolas Philibert’s case, things take an ironic turn. Not voyeurism but the issue of ‘how much one owns his image’ becomes a major problem after the release of the Etre et avoir. “Seven of the nine families whose children appeared in the film, shot in the village of Saint-etienne-Sur-Usson in the Auvergne, have announced that they are suing the film's director, producers and distributors for at least EUR20,000 (pounds 13,500) each. Last year the undoubted star of the movie, Georges Lopez, the gentle bearded teacher, sued the film-makers for EUR250,000, accusing them of ‘plagiarism of his lifetime's creation’, his school.”

“Roland Rappaport, lawyer for the director, argued that the film was much more than simply a homage to Lopez's professional skills. 'Clearly a film just about the teaching methods of a village teacher in rural France wouldn't have had the extraordinary international success Etre et Avoir has had,' Rappaport said. 'The film worked because of its portrayal of an entire community. 'While no one disputed Lopez's immense personal appeal, he was nevertheless not the creator of the film, Rappaport added. 'The Mona Lisa did not paint the Mona Lisa.' 

The case rapidly became a discussion of what constitutes a documentary, focusing on the central question of whether the subjects of documentary films can ever receive payment for their participation. The film-makers' lawyers took the broader argument that 'reality should never be paid for' and that to compensate Lopez would create a damaging precedent, and would also lead to the 'death of the documentary - economically and spiritually'.”
 

Moving on and returning once again to content of the two films, one can say that the different styles and forms of the two films are highly related to their subject matters although their contents are very parallel. More than one being pro-American and the other being pro-French, Spellbound and Etre et avoir seem to have touched much deeper social and political chords for some people. British critics’ view about these two films reveals more about this issue. The ‘Film Reviews’ of BBC rate Spellbound and Etre et avoir 4 and 5 stars respectively. 
The undeniable element of American literature, ‘the triumphened individualism’, is in the core of the Jeffrey Blitz’s Spellbound, that’s a fact. It seems that this concept is rather disillusioning and annoying for the European. Jamie Russell of BBC, criticizes Spellbound with a subjective, harsh and inaccurate review; “Like a sports day for geeks, the Spelling Bee is less about language then a celebration of that age-old American Dream of bettering one's self through hard graft. Reading against the grain of this voiceover-lite documentary, though, Spellbound frequently looks like an ironic exposé of America's dunderheaded pursuit of self-advancement above all else… Quite how aware Blitz is of his Oscar-nominated film's subversive dissection of Middle American mores is a moot point. But from this side of the Atlantic, it looks like yet more proof that the Land of the Free really doesn't know the meaning of irony. Let alone how to spell it.”
 
Both Spellbound and Etre et avoir are already ranked amongst the top documentaries ever. In conclusion, although they are both roughly about young kids and their academics, they successfully deliver two different microcosms. Both films are passionate about their stories and their approach hence they earn critical and popular respect. “Meaning can neither be imposed nor denied. Although every film is in itself a form of ordering an closing, each closure can defy its only closure, opening onto other closures, thereby emphasizing the interval between apertures and creating a space in which meaning remains fascinated by what escapes and exceeds it. The necessity to let go of the notion of intentionality that dominates the question of the ‘social’ as well as that of creativity cannot, therefore, be confused with the ideal of non-intervention, an ideal in relation to which filmmaker, trying to become as invisible as possible in the process of producing meaning, promotes empathic subjectivity at the expense of critical inquiry…”
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