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This documentary will allow us to address 
several topics including:


Defining documentary film


Cinematic language and classifying 
documentaries (background material 
provided herein)*


True crime documentaries

01/14/2025 Documentary to Screen

The Thin 
Blue Line
Director, Errol Morris 
1988 
101 minutes

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/6/69/The_Thin_Blue_Line_poster.jpg



The Thin Blue 
Line
Also on Criterion Channel

Where to screen 01/14/2025 Documentary



The visual and auditory techniques a filmmaker 
uses to tell a story, evoke emotion and convey 
meaning on screen. Including: 

cinematography 
How are things in the shot framed?


What shots were used? From what 
angles?


From whose point of view are we 
seeing material?


sound 
Is there dialogue, sound effects and or 
ambient sound?


Music and its application


mise en scène 
French term from theater that means 
putting or placing into the scene. It 
includes all elements seen by the camera 
and how they are staged:


Sets and props


Costume and makeup


Lighting


editing 
How individual shots are juxtaposed to 
create sequences and scenes


What are the patterns?


Types of cuts


performance 
Characters facial expressions, body 
language, voice

The Filmmaker’s 
Tools

Cinematic Language, a brief intro



Bill Nichols, an American film critic and theorist 
proposed in 1991 that there are six different 
documentary modes—expository, performative, 
observational, participatory, poetic and reflexive
—each with its own specific characteristics. We 
will briefly discuss the modes for the three films 
we screen. For your reference, we have included 
a page from Nichols’s book that provides short 
descriptions of each mode.  

“Documentary filmmakers select and arrange sounds 
and images in distinct ways using the techniques that 
constitute cinematic language. These forms did not 
preexist the cinema. The documentary modes, which 
developed from the 1920s onward, define the look and 
feel of the documentary film.”


Expository


Performative


Observational


Participatory


Poetic


Reflexive

Documentary 
Modes

Classifying Documentaries

Nichols, Bill, and Jaimie Baron. Introduction to Documentary, Fourth Edition, 
Indiana University Press, 2024. page 130 



Expository 
“The expository mode addresses the viewer 
directly, with titles or voices that tell a story, 
propose a perspective, or advance an argument. 
This direct-address approach is the mode’s most 
distinguishing characteristic” Nichols, p. 138


Performative 
“…performative documentary freely mixes the 
expressive techniques that give texture and 
density to fiction films (point-of-view shots, 
musical scores, renderings of subjective states of 
mind, flashbacks, freeze-frames, unusual camera 
angles, and so on) with oratorical techniques for 
addressing social issues that neither science nor 
reason alone can resolve.” Nichols, p. 144


Observational 
In observational mode filmmakers choose to 
capture lived experience with little interference or 
staging. Some think of this as “fly-on-the wall” 
filmmaking. The movement was originally termed 
“direct cinema” in the United States, but now it is 
universally known as “vérité” filmmaking, 
shortened from the French term “cinéma vérité.


Participatory 
“Here filmmakers overtly interact with their 
subjects rather than unobtrusively observe them. 
Questions grow into interviews or conversations; 
involvement grows into a pattern of collaboration 
or confrontation. What happens in front of the 
camera becomes a measure of the interaction 
between filmmaker and subject. The filmmaker’s 
interactions and the voice that emerges from 
them give us a distinctive window onto the 
world.” Nichols, p. 160


Poetic 
This modes stresses mood, tone, and affect 
much more than displays of factual knowledge, 
the unfolding of a story, or acts of rhetorical 
persuasion.” Nichols, p. 174


Reflexive 
“In this mode, rather than becoming wrapped up 
in the formal rhythms of a film or attending to a 
spoken commentary, we now focus on the 
filmmaker’s engagement with us…..Reflexive 
documentaries not only talk to us, they talk about 
talking. They speak about the problems and 
issues the various forms of representation raise. 
This intensified level of reflection on what is 
involved in representing the world distinguishes 
the reflexive mode from the others.” Nichols, p. 
181

Modes in Brief
Documentary Modes



Nichols, Bill, and Jaimie Baron. Introduction to Documentary, Fourth Edition, Indiana University Press, 2024. page 132-3 



This documentary will allow us to address 
several topics including:


Popular culture on screen


Observational mode documentaries


The celebrity documentary

01/21/2025 Documentary to Screen

Madonna: 
Truth or Dare
Director, Alex Keshishian 
1991 
120 minutes 

https://filmartgallery.com/products/madonna-truth-or-dare



Madonna: 
Truth or Dare

Where to screen 01/21/2025 Documentary



This documentary will allow us to address 
several topics including:


Representing others on screen


Storytelling


Ethnographic filmmaking


01/28/2025 Documentary to Screen

Hale County 
This Morning, 
This Evening
Director, RaMell Ross 
2018 
76 minutes 

https://posteritati.com/poster/49413/hale-county-this-morning-this-evening-
original-2018-us-one-sheet-movie-poster?



Hale County 
This Morning, 
This Evening

Where to screen 01/28/2025 Documentary



When you watch each documentary, 
notice how the filmmaker chose to 
present the story told on screen.  

What is the story?


What themes emerge?


What cinematic choices were made to tell us the 
story?


Which documentary mode(s)?

Remember all 
filmmaking, 

including 
documentary, 
is a subjective 

undertaking 
like all 

creative work.

“Homework”



See you in January!

Tracy and Olivia
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