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Gonclusion

Influence ... Comparisons ... Importance

Rubbo’s most salient influence—not always acknowledged—on docu-
mentary filmmaking is his use of himself, most famously in Waiting
for Fidel, as an on-camera protagonist who drives the action, adapts
to unforeseen circumstances, discloses aspects of the filmmaking pro-
cess, and sometimes stumbles. In various forms the basic elements of
this once-daring approach have become commonplace in documen-
tary, most notoriously in Michael Moore’s work. In Roger ¢ Me (1989),
his funny and biting report on how automobile factory closings in his
hometown of Flint, Michigan, have all but destroyed it, Moore adapts
to his own goal and personality Rubbo’s role as on-camera storyteller
and provocateur. He assumes a shambling, regular-guy persona. He
borrows Waiting for Fidel’s structure of failing to secure an interview, in
this case with the film’s eponymous character, the chairman of General
Motors, Roger Smith. Here, though, the structure is more a conceit
than an adaptation to dashed expectations. Rubbo’s crew was in Cuba
not in pursuit of a reluctant Castro but rather at his invitation. The
failure to interview Castro was an unexpected setback to which Rubbo
had to adjust while on location. On camera, Moore gives us no evident
reason to expect an interview with Roger Smith. And in fact, according
to the 2007 documentary film Manufacturing Dissent, he may even have
gotten one, filmed it, and concealed it from the audience. In any case,
for Moore, Smith is an outright villain with no redeeming qualities,
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the man responsible for the plant closings, the laying off of thousands
of workers, and the decline of Flint. Moore’s quest for an interview is
an act of aggression. Roger Ebert called the film “a revenge comedy,
in which the stinkers get their comeuppance at last,” even though the
only “stinker” who gets a comeuppance is a glib General Motors public
relations flak who, we learn in the end credits, loses his job, too.

In his subsequent documentaries, such as Bowling for Columbine
(2002) and Fahrenbeit 9/11 (2004), Moore has persisted with his ag-
gressive version of Rubbo’s method. In Bowling for Columbine, his
treatment of subjects becomes more mocking and exploitative. He am-
bushes the entertainer Dick Clark to confront him about a restaurant
Clark owns that Moore says exploits welfare mothers; Clark manages
to escape in his chauffeured limousine van. Moore tricks Charlton
Heston into a confrontational interview, in Heston’s home, that is
meant to make the octogenarian actor, who had been a prominent civil
rights leader in the film industry—a fact Moore withholds—look cold-
hearted and racist. In addition, he deploys acknowledged contrivances,
such as taking some kids who were wounded in the Columbine High
School shooting to the headquarters of K-Mart, which sells weapons.
In a scene reminiscent of Roger & Me, the group attempts to meet with
top management but are repulsed. They do manage, Moore says, to
provoke K-Mart to announce, the following day, a commitment to stop
selling ammunition. In Fahrenheit 9/11 Moore’s role as filmmaker-pro-
vocateur consists primarily in his acerbic commentary and satirical use
of television footage. He appears on camera only a few times in this
film, and when he does, it is only briefly. When he decides that con-
gressmen ought to read a long bill they recently passed, he rents what
looks like an ice cream truck and drives around Washington reading
from the bill into a loudspeaker. The scene works mainly as a funny,
throwaway line, as it lasts only a few seconds. His most extended
on-camera intervention is a sequence in which he accosts congressmen
and tells them they should ask their sons to enlist in the military and
volunteer to serve in Iraq.

Nick Broomfield includes Waiting for Fidel in his list of five dis-
tinctively different documentaries “that broke the mould.” The other
four are Housing Problems (1935), by Arthur Elton, Titicut Follies
(1967), by Frederick Wiseman, Home from the Hills (1981), by Molly
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Dineen, and Sisters in Law (2005), by Kim Longinotto and Florence
Ayise. Rubbo’s film is the only one Broomfield cites for influencing his
own work. “Fantastic,” he calls it, “underappreciated—and the film
that persuaded me to make myself a character in some of my own
films.”* Before discovering Rubbo’s film, Broomfield had become adept
at the traditional observational documentary format. Soldier Girls
(1981), codirected with Joan Churchill, is a penetrating, sympathetic
look at a company of American female army recruits undergoing basic
training in Fort Gordon, Georgia. The feature-length film depicts the
surprising rigor of the women’s training, records in depth the struggles
of two recruits trying to adapt, and reveals a thoughtful, tragic side to a
male drill instructor who up to that moment had seemed merely harsh.
There is only one, fleeting self-reference in the film, and it appears ac-
cidental: when one of the women who has washed out says goodbye to
the friends she has made, she also says goodbye to the film crew. We see
the microphone and a startled Broomfeld for a brief moment.

By the time Broomfield made 77he Leader, His Driver and the
Driver’s Wife (1991), he had adopted an intensely self-referential ap-
proach and the conceit of the elusive interview. “The Leader,” as he is
called, is Eugene Terre Blanche, head of an Afrikaner white suprema-
cist party dedicated to the continuation of white rule in South Africa.
The party seems Nazi-inspired: its black, red, and white flag features
an arrangement of three /s vaguely resembling a swastika. Broomfield
tries several times to get an interview with Terre Blanche, is repeatedly
rebuffed, and tries confronting him on the street and at party gather-
ings. He finally secures an interview, which (as cut in the film) consists
almost solely of Terre Blanche upbraiding Broomfield for his pushiness
and lack of consideration. Terre Blanche comes off as a scary character
but a bit of a fraud. His driver, with whom Broomfield spends consider-
able time on screen, is just as racist, but in Broomfield’s treatment he
becomes somewhat likeable and sympathetic nevertheless. Broomfield
uses the same structure in 7racking Down Maggie (1994), wherein he
chases the now retired, memoir-promoting Margaret Thatcher around
London and across the United States in vain pursuit of an interview. He
makes scores of unanswered inquiries to Thatcher’s chief press liaison.
He intrudes on book signings, speeches, and a reception, but is al-
ways rebuffed. In New York, his team manages to hack into Thatcher’s
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itinerary, enabling Broomfield to be waiting for her at each scheduled
stop. At one point, Broomfield says his team feels intimidated; they
fear they are being followed and that their phone calls are monitored.
Broomfield has a singular talent for effrontery, and his films are amus-
ing to watch and somewhat revealing, but they leave the impression
that Broomfield does not really want the allegedly sought interview.
Broomfield and Moore are, for Jon Dovey, in his study of the tri-
umph of first-person media in British television, emblematic of a doc-
umentary style Dovey calls “the film-maker as klutz, the film-maker
who makes mistakes, forgets things, retraces his steps, and can’t get
the essential interview.” Dovey cites Ross McElwee’s Sherman’s March
(1986) as another example. McElwee had received some funding for
a film retracing General William Tecumseh Sherman’s famous (infa-
mous in the South) Civil War march through Atlanta to the Atlantic
Ocean. However, as the film opens, we learn that McElwee has broken
up with his girlfriend, which apparently discombobulates him enough
that he shifts the film’s focus from Sherman’s historic march to his own
inability to establish solid relationships with women. He does follow
Sherman’s route, roughly, visiting now and then a historic site to tell
us a fact or two about Sherman, but he lingers for long periods with
various women from his past or that he meets on his way. Some have
been foisted on him by relatives or friends anxious about his bachelor
status, and others are women that attract him. In every case, no lasting
relationship is established, and the fault lies mainly with him, as he
acknowledges—sometimes directly, sometimes through the comments
of others. He is too diffident with women. McElwee narrates the film’s
progression a la Rubbo, and he often shows us what he is up to. A one-
man crew, he frequently locks down his camera and speaks directly to
it, in two cases at night, whispering, so that he won’t be heard. We see
his reflection in a mirror now and then. He gets kicked out of places by
authorities. He runs out of sound tape twice. The film includes a failed
attempt to gain access—in this case to Burt Reynolds, who is in town
in connection with a film project that one of the women in McElwee’s
own film hopes to get a role in. McElwee’s film persona is self-ab-
sorbed—in one scene, he tells us through his locked-down camera that
the night is unbearably hot “so I thought I'd just film myself unable to
sleep”—but, nevertheless, most of the women he interacts with come
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off as strong, intriguing persons, and he even manages to convey an
interesting impression of Sherman in the few minutes of factual infor-
mation he dispenses along the way. And at times the film’s reflexivity
is insightfully self-aware. At one point he wonders if “I'm filming my
life to have a life to film,” worrying that it may be the only way he can
comfortably relate to women.

In Photographic Memory (2011), McElwee, now a father of a
twenty-two-year-old son, Adrian, whose seeming fecklessness worries
him, intercuts footage of Adrian as a charming little boy with scenes
of the adult Adrian. McElwee muses on his difficulty connecting with
his son, and decides to revisit a place in France where as a young man
he had begun to find his own self and purpose. McElwee weaves from
this varied material a meditation on relationships, the passage of time,
and generally the evanescence of just about everything in life. McEl-
wee seems interested in people primarily for what he can learn about
himself through them. He is the driver of the action and its object. He
seems to welcome having his expectations dowsed and his attention
shifted. In the quiet of editing, he makes sense out of his material.

Morgan Spurlock’s Supersize Me (2004) is another popular docu-
mentary adopting aspects of Rubbo’s method. The film’s premise is
Spurlock’s decision to eat nothing but McDonald’s meals for thirty
days and to record the results. Thus the entire film, not just a scene here
and there, is an acknowledged contrivance. Spurlock is on camera al-
most all the time, sometimes embarrassingly so. He has an exhibition-
ist streak: we see him undergoing a rectal exam, he talks about a weird
feeling in his penis, he discusses his problems getting an erection, he
throws up after forcing himself to eat an entire McDonald’s meal.
There is a sequence showing Spurlock making numerous phone calls
trying to schedule an interview with a McDonald’s official.

Spurlock’s self-focus is exceeded by Jonathan Caouette in his 7ar-
nation (2005). Supersize Me had a pretense of investigating a social
issue; Caouette’s film is ostensibly about his mother Renee’s troubled
life, but it is mostly about him, about how his difficult childhood has
affected him. He tells us that his mother was raped in front of him
when he was a baby. He was placed in foster homes, where he experi-
enced “extreme emotional and physical abuse.” He was sold some con-
taminated marijuana. He vandalized his own house. He is gay. He
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fantasizes about a rock opera about his life. Much of his narration is
printed rather than spoken, and he refers to himself in the third person.
He includes lots of home movie footage and family photos. He interro-
gates his grandfather but hardly lets him finish a sentence. The film
might seem exploitative when the camera lingers on Renee while she is
acting bizarrely, but the sequence is poignant nevertheless.

Except for Michael Moore, filmmakers adopting a klutzy persona
tend to make films that are not overtly political. But the personal
approach pioneered by Rubbo has powered the narrative of many a
political film in recent years. An intriguing pair of examples is Josh
Fox’s anti-fracking film Gasland (2010) and Phelim McAleer’s rebuttal,
Fracknation (2012). In Gasland, Fox appears on camera quite a bit,
motivates the action, openly contrives scenes (such as a test of tap water
for contaminants), and shows himself attempting to get interviews
at Haliburton and with oil-and-gas magnate T. Boone Pickens. He
tells us about his idyllic childhood and his family home in a beauti-
ful stretch of Pennsylvania woods he says are threatened by fracking.
Wearing a gas mask at a Wyoming drilling site, he plays the banjo
for the camera. Fracknation, in scene after scene, debunks claims Fox
had made in Gasland. McAleer carries openness about the production
farther than perhaps any of the filmmakers who have adopted that as-
pect of Rubbo’s style. He tells us briefly about his Irish background so
that we know something about him. He reveals in detail the source of
his funding (almost entirely from Kickstarter). He films confrontations
between himself and Fox. An ex-director of a water basin commission
abruptly ends an interview with him and, in a parking lot, threatens
to confiscate his film. He confronts a subject from Gasland on a public
road in front of her house; he wants to ask her some questions. She
threatens to sue him, says she is armed, and calls the cops. McAleer
even shows himself trying, persistently but unsuccessfully, to get an
interview with Josh Fox. In the film’s credits, he thanks Kickstarter
and, by name, apparently every individual who contributed to the film,
saying at the end, “This is their film.”

The method has been adopted even in historical documentaries.
John Walker’s Passage (2008), an absorbing Canadian film produced
by the NFB in collaboration with various other agencies, sets out to re-
create the two expeditions by John Rae to try to discover what happened
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to an earlier British expedition of 128 men, led by Sir John Franklin,
in search of a route through the Arctic to Asia. That expedition had
not been heard from for years. Rae eventually discovered with near
certainty that Franklin’s party became ice-bound, that they resorted to
cannibalism, and that those who were not eaten froze to death. After
he reported his findings to the British authorities who had commis-
sioned his search, the results were leaked to the press. Rae was vilified.
Charles Dickens wrote scathingly of Rae’s report and argued that the
Inuit were savages who probably slaughtered and ate Franklin and his
men. But the film doesn’t recreate Rae’s search and the aftermath in the
expected way. It uses actors, but we see more of the actors researching
their parts and rehearsing scenes than we do of the ultimate formal
reenactments themselves. Walker is often on camera, although not in-
trusively, and he also contrives situations that yield unscripted results.
For example, at one of the recurring meetings among the actors and
advisors, Walker has invited an unidentified guest. When the guest
is revealed as a descendent of Charles Dickens, an Inuit advisor on
Walker’s film confronts him and asks him to apologize for his famous
forebear’s slander against his people.

Dear Zachary: A Letter to a Son Abour His Father (2008), director
Kurt Kuenne’s film about his murdered friend Andrew Bagby and
Bagby’s son, who was born after his father’s murder, shifts gears dur-
ing filming to respond to dramatic events. The killer was the friend’s
ex-girlfriend, who fled to Newfoundland after the murder, got free on
bail, and had the baby, Zachary. Bagby’s parents move to Newfound-
land and try to get visitation rights. By the time he’s a toddler, Zach-
ary relates very well to the grandparents. The mother curtails his visits,
then murders Zachary and commits suicide. By the end, the film has
morphed into an argument for various reforms in Canadian law that
might have prevented these tragic events. The film is a good example
of adapting to unforeseen reversals during production, although in
this case there was no pressure of a limited shooting schedule, as had
been the case with Waiting for Fidel. Indeed, Dear Zachary was years
in the making.

The Act of Killing (2012), directed by Joshua Oppenheimer, is built
almost entirely on enabling, encouraging, and watching dramatized
demonstrations, directed by their perpetrators, of mass killings from
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nearly half a century earlier. The events depicted happened in Indo-
nesia after the fall of Sukarno in 1965. The victims were of two classes:
real or suspected Communists who were thought to have threatened
the Islamic country’s independence; and ethnic Chinese, resented for
their prosperity. The mass slaughter was never disowned or condemned
by post-Sukarno regimes; perhaps for that reason the perpetrators
apparently lack shame about it. Without using any archival footage
at all, Oppenheimer reports on the killings entirely through staged
reenactments proudly and lovingly directed mainly by Anwar Congo,
now an old man. Congo and some of his former colleagues play them-
selves with gusto. But by the film’s concluding minutes, the process of
reenactment, which he first embarked upon eagerly, ends up making
Congo deeply (and literally) sick at what he had done.

It’s impossible to determine with certainty how much these per-
sonally driven narratives, and the fact that they emerged largely dur-
ing filming, owe to Rubbo’s Waiting for Fidel. Broomfield may be the
only practitioner who has publicly voiced his debt to Waiting for Fidel.
Moore is said to have credited the film for his approach in Roger &
Me, and the claim is printed on the case insert for a 2004 release of
Waiting for Fidel offered by Facets Video. I haven’t been able to confirm
that Moore himself credited Rubbo’s film, but its influence on him has
generally been accepted. For instance, in his recent (2010) book Docu-
mentary, Dave Saunders states that Waiting for Fidel “has proved an
undoubted and obvious narrative influence on the ‘unfulfilled’ quests
of [Michael] Moore and Nick Broomfield.™ As different as Passage may
seem from Rubbo’s work, Darrell Varga, in his book about the film,
traces Walker’s method to Waiting for Fidel? Perhaps the strongest evi-
dence for the film’s influence is, first, that there seem to be no competi-
tors for the distinction, and, second, that in histories of documentary
written in the last two or three decades, Waiting for Fidel is usually the
earliest film cited (if any are) for having used the method.

Waiting for Fidel’s likely distinction as the prototype for reflex-
ive documentaries in which the director is an on-camera protagonist
establishes or at least overwhelmingly suggests Rubbo’s importance
in the history of documentary. Although most of the films so influ-
enced share common elements that seem traceable to Rubbo’s work,
they diverge among themselves in style, tone, and aim. A Broomfield,
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Moore, or McElwee film bears its director’s personal stamp beyond the
mere fact of the filmmaker’s on-screen presence. Thus the influence of
Waiting for Fidel has been fruitful, inspiring a variety of imaginative
and distinctive adaptations, not mere copies. But what may be lost
in recognizing the diversity of personal styles that Waiting for Fidel
helped birth is that Rubbo’s films, too, are quite distinct from the films
that Waiting for Fidel inspired. And his body of work, not just Waiting
for Fidel, deserves far more attention than it has received. 7he Oxford
Companion to Australian Film (2002),° for instance, makes no mention
of Rubbo. In Stella Bruzzi’s New Documentary (2006),” Michael Moore
and Nick Broomfield, the two filmmakers most clearly influenced by
Rubbo, are mentioned or discussed on twenty-four and twenty-eight
pages, respectively, but Rubbo not at all. Numerous filmmakers whose
careers predated Rubbo’s are mentioned, several of them often. Rub-
bo’s appearance in the text of the aforementioned history of Austral-
ian documentary film, Australian Documentary: History, Practices and
Genres, is limited to a single page and occasional mentions about his
tenure at the ABC in the 1990s. The book does credit Waiting for Fidel
for its influence on documentary, but it is the only Rubbo film included
in its filmography of roughly two hundred Australian documentaries.

I believe there are two main reasons for the comparative obscur-
ity of Rubbo’s work. One is that, except for a few films, it has not
been widely seen. A second, and related, reason is that the spectacular
success of his on-camera presence in Waiting for Fidel has distracted
attention from other qualities in his work. As I hope my account has
demonstrated, there is much more to his films than simply his nar-
rative presence. They have a distinctive character that lies not in that
single common element but in a combination of several traits found in
his best films, and only—in combination—in his films.

One of their most distinctive characteristics is the painterly qual-
ity most evident in Sad Song of Yellow Skin and Solzhenitsyn’s Children.
It contributes to aesthetic satisfaction. His films, although usually
structured as stories, thus possess an expressive quality beyond the pri-
marily indexical, chronological structure of most documentaries, even
personal ones. Of the personal filmmakers who followed after Rubbo,
only Ross McElwee’s work has something analogous—in his case not
a visual or cinematic richness but an expressive literary overlay that
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adds to his films” enjoyment and without which his films might well
seem inane.

A second Rubbo trait is a subordination of ego. Early on, Rubbo
was criticized for inserting himself into his films. That he did. It took
a strong ego to be the first one to do it, and to keep on doing it despite
the difficulties it caused for him and for the distribution of his films.
But now that the technique has become pervasive, he seems remark-
ably self-effacing compared to most filmmakers employing a version of
the technique. He may place himself at his film’s center as a motivator
of events, but he is not the center of attention. Rubbo always shares
his stage: with Stirling and Smallwood, with Louis Robitaille and the
New Philosophers, with the three Anglophone candidates in West-
mount, with Francis, Daisy, Moreau, Atwood, Olive, and his YouTube
subjects. His on-camera antics are almost always intended to advance
the action and our understanding. His interest in himself is minor
compared to his interest in his subjects. He never puts them down
without allowing them to respond in kind. In any on-camera confron-
tation, whether intense like the argument with Stirling, or friendly like
the discussion with the Cuban mental health patient, or sexist like in
Persistent and Finagling, the subject gets the last word. His films are
not about him. While some of the filmmakers we have discussed al-
low themselves to look ridiculous now and then, most of them are the
stars of their films: the cheeky, wisecracking muckraker (Moore), the
intrepid, relentless investigator (Broomfield), the super-sensitive male
(McElwee), the heroic guinea pig (Spurlock), the victim (Caourette),
the crusader (Fox), the relentless fact-checker (McAleer). John Walker,
of Passage, and Joshua Oppenheimer, of 7he Act of Killing, manage the
role of protagonist in a more self-effacing way than Rubbo, but with
less spontaneity and on-the-spot creativity.

Rubbo’s respect for others goes deeper than simple courtesy. In
his best films, his subjects are presented as characters in the round.
If they are on the “right” side (i.e., Rubbo’), such as Smallwood or
Auf de Maur, they have flaws. They’re neither idealized nor idolized.
If they represent the opposition, such as Stirling, Blaker, Springate, or
the Shakespeare traditionalists, Rubbo can disagree with or even disap-
prove of them without disparaging them. Stirling seems to have a good
heart, Blaker reliability, Springate a soft side. Rubbo and Jean-Guy
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Moreau, on opposite sides of a contentious issue, seem to enjoy each
other. Most of the various New Philosophers, despite their self-import-
ance, evasiveness, insistence, or derisiveness, are in Rubbo’s treatment
people you might to like hear more from. It’s hard not to like, at some
level, Rubbo’s opponents, villains, and popinjays.

Rubbo’s openness to his human subjects finds a parallel in his
openness to situations. He has acknowledged a predilection for thrust-
ing himself into situations with only limited preparation, the better
to remain open to what reality has to offer. He has changed the arc of
several of his films just before or even during the shooting as a result of
unforeseen events or discoveries. His willingness and ability to switch
directions while on location served him well in Sad Song of Yellow Skin,
and without such existential poise it is doubtful he could have come up
with the marvelous character study in Waiting for Fidel.

But if reality doesn’t present enough surprise, Rubbo, with his audi-
ence’s knowledge, will contrive situations in order to generate it. Prob-
ably Rubbo’s three most imaginative—and gutsy—contrivances were
persuading Stirling to allow his argument with Rubbo to be filmed,
leaving the camera with the Atwood family, and allowing Olive to
direct the reenactment of a childhood incident that affected her deeply.
Walker used the tactic effectively in Passage more than once, in each
case with essentially the same group, his team of actors, writers, and
experts—and a surprise guest. 7he Act of Killing is built almost entirely
on reenactments enabled by the filmmakers and directed by the film’s
protagonist, the effect of which can’t be foreseen.

The construction of situations in which subjects are placed may
seem manipulative, but besides yielding lively, sometimes dramatic
cinema, it is arguably a means of producing truth of character. It allows
the documentary director to engage in something roughly analogous to
what is known in dramatic filmmaking as mise-en-scéne—of making
things happen instead of waiting for things to happen. Of course all
documentary filmmakers engage in manipulation. Even when time is
limited, control of events scant, equipment Spartan, and preconceptions
minimized, choices are continually made that contribute to something
like mise-en-scene—but only at a primitive level. Rubbo figured out
a way to shape actuality without essentially distorting it or disguising
the construction. He is involved in his subjects’ performances while
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giving his characters free rein. The fun of the reenactments in A/ About
Olive lies not in the events reenacted, but in watching Olive direct and
respond to them. The constructed yet spontaneous “reality” is what’s
interesting—and real. In these ways, Rubbo shapes and reveals reality
without violating the implicit contract a documentary filmmaker has
with his audience not to deceive them.

The issue of ethics is a huge one in documentary theory and criti-
cism. The first chapter in Introduction to Documentary by the influen-
tial theorist Bill Nichols asks, “Why are ethical issues central to docu-
mentary filmmaking?”® For most people who ponder such things, the
issue of ethics for the documentary filmmaker points in two directions:
to his audience and to his subjects. In the view of Brian Winston, the

relationship between participants and documentarists
is far more pregnant with ethical difficulties than is the
connection of film-maker to audience. Unlike the audi-
ence, the vast majority of which remains usually unaffect-
ed (in measureable ways, at least) by any documentary it
sees, participants are engaged in an exercise that could be

life-changing’

Most members of the documentary community would probably agree
with Winston. For his livelihood, the documentary filmmaker depends
on people whose trust he must gain (unless he is a muckraker or an
attack documentarian) and whom he does not pay. He likely will affect
their lives far more than they will affect his. He owes them not just
fairness but concern. What do his subjects get out of it? Jean Rouch,
codirector with Edgar Morin of Chronicle of a Summer (1961), one of
the earliest and most influential self-reflexive films, remarked to James
Blue that people

behave very differently when being recorded, “but what has
always seemed very strange to me is that, contrary to what
one might think, when people are being recorded, the reac-
tions that they have are always infinitely more sincere than
those they have when they are not being recorded. The fact
of being recorded gives these people a public.”"
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Rubbo’s subjects get to present themselves to a public and never in a
disparaging way. It is a form of public validation of their selves. This is
the other half of the “exchange of valuables” that Rubbo says should
take place in the filmmaking process. In his above-referenced interview
with Geoff Burton, Rubbo added that documentary filmmaking “is all
about encounters, sensing their meaning and their value to the project
at hand, while at the same time being a feeling human being who likes
people and wants to spend time with them for other reasons.”! This
attitude comes out in his films, in part because Rubbo uses that tool
of ultimate control—editing—to help make his subjects likeable and
perhaps people one would want to spend some time with.

One prominent filmmaker who may outdo Rubbo in generosity to
her subjects is Molly Dineen. In Home from the Hills (1987), Her Afri-
can Farm (1988), Heart of the Angel (1988), and In the Company of Men
(1995), Dineen employs a primarily observational approach enriched
by frequent off-camera questioning and occasional references by her
subjects to her, her crew, or her film. She seems intensely interested in
her characters, and her only agenda, apparently, is to show them in an
honest but sympathetic light. Her African Farm is a warm portrait of
a crotchety old landowner who has decided to sell her farm, at about
a third of its value, to her servants, keeping only her house. While she
is generous, accepting, and fatalistic, she is also somewhat imperious
to her servants and their families. Her chief servant, by contrast, says
that while his boss can be mean and stubborn, he will take care of her
until she dies, because she is old and needs him. Heart of the Angel
conveys, with sympathy and appreciation, the often dreary, frustrating
work lives of the men and women who make a busy commuter train
station function. /n the Company of Men is a three-part documentary
on The Prince of Wales’s Company of the 1* Battalion Welsh Guards
during their deployment in Northern Ireland as peacekeepers. The film
explores the pressures of leadership, the pain of imposing harsh disci-
pline, and the camaraderie of military men. While occasionally a sol-
dier or an officer expresses annoyance at Dineen’s presence, they gen-
erally accept her and are open with her about their doubts and dreams.
Home from the Hills follows a British subject who is forced to relinquish
his Kenyan farm and spend his last years in England. He accepts his
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fate, wrapped in his acknowledged decline of white superiority, with
sadness but also grace.

The closeness that Dineen achieves with her subjects suggests a
limitation to the director-as-protagonist documentary. While filming,
she intervenes only to ask questions, which we hear off camera. She is
rarely, if ever, seen. But in a 2003 interview with David A. Goldsmith,
she stresses that her approach is not that of a detached, uninvolved
director (the “fly on the wall” once championed in observational docu-
mentary). She spends considerable downtime with her subjects, some-
times moving in with them. While filming, although off camera, she
is “right there with them,” interacting with them, drawing them out.
But, she says, “I don’t want me as a character.” Nor does she violate
the trust between her and her subjects; she deliberately leaves out any-
thing that might embarrass them. And yet her off-camera involvement
allows her, as Rubbo’s on-camera method allows him, to shape reality
in order to reveal it: while she and her sound recordist lived for a
spell with Colonel Hook in Home from the Hills, “we cooked, and we
shopped, and talked together, and it helped create the reality we were
trying to capture.”"?

Perhaps the observational but engaged method, when employed by
someone with Dineen’s talent and attitude towards people, ultimately
is more generous to its characters than a documentary featuring the
director’s strong on-camera presence can be, simply by granting the
subject(s) all or almost all the screen time. At the end of Home from
the Hills, Dineen asks Colonel Hook if he is happy. “Oh, blissfully
happy, in your presence. Otherwise, I represent divine discontent.” His
comment is pretty strong evidence that in this film an “exchange of
valuables” has occurred. In Dineen’s films, one gets the feeling that
her characters appreciated being taken seriously, that their lives were
enriched at least a bit by the experience. The self-effacing Soldier Girls
(1981), which Nick Broomfield codirected with Joan Churchill before
adopting the director-as-protagonist approach, is far more interested
in and empathetic to its subjects as individuals than is 7racking Down
Maggie or The Leader, His Driver and the Driver’s Wife.

But Winston underrates the filmmaker’s responsibility to his audi-
ence. The effect of a film on its subjects is localized and can be deep,
but a film’s diffuse effect on its audience can have consequences, too,
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however hard to measure; it contributes something to their view of the
world. The former effect can hurt a person. The latter can harm society
or alter its sense of history—which is misinformed easily. Here the
issue of ethics morphs into the problem of truth. Hence the value of
meaningful reflexivity in a film.

In his highly theoretical Representing Reality: Issues and Concepts
in Documentary, Bill Nichols posits four modes of representation in
documentary: expository, observational, interactive, and reflexive.”
While acknowledging that these modes can overlap, Nichols places
Rubbo’s work, along with that of some others, neatly into the inter-
active mode, apparently because Rubbo interacts with his subjects in
front of the camera." He also says that such work is now untenable,
because “what we learn in ... Sad Song of Yellow Skin or Waiting for Fi-
del is restricted to what Rubbo himself knows or learns since he places
himself in the foreground as an inquiring presence.”” This observa-
tion seems to ignore that Rubbo also narrates his films and, like all
filmmakers, edits them (or supervises the editing), where the ultimate
power of representation lies. I don’t know how a film can deliberately
show more than the director knows. It is limiting to conceive of re-
flexivity merely in terms of a self-conscious avowal and questioning of
the filmmaker’s stratagems.

Films often contain token reflexivity, but showing the sound man
now and then tells a modern audience nothing it doesn’t already know.
Disclosing how an event was discovered or shaped certainly does. Rub-
bo doesn’t always disclose a contrivance. He presents his meeting with
Robitaille at the Communist Party rally as if it were their first. The
pretense hardly adds to the film. Rubbo could have said that he had
arranged to meet Robitaille at the meeting, and still filmed himself
making his way through the crowd and looking for him. Little or no
substance would have been lost. Similarly, there seems to be no rea-
son for Rubbo to have downplayed Daisy’s association with the Film
Board. Daisy’s interaction with the man waiting with her in the doc-
tor’s office was set up, but it is amusing and in character. Occasionally,
Rubbo’s contrivances add amusement but not much else. The swarm
of Corvettes in Yes or No is an example. Harmless deceits, perhaps, but
if you're aware of them and are unfamiliar with Rubbo’s body of work,
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you might become suspicious that there could be greater ones. Having
followed and studied his work for years, I believe there aren’t any.

Reflexivity, when done sincerely and well, helps the viewer judge
the validity of whatever view of reality a film presents. Unfortunately,
it can also work as a disclaimer, giving the filmmaker license to go
ahead and do what he wants with his subject. A nod toward reflexivity,
or even extensive use of it, doesn’t guarantee the reliability of a film-
maker’s presentation of reality. Used extensively, it can turn narcissistic,
revealing more about the filmmaker than his ostensible subject. Reflex-
ivity has disappointed the hopes documentary theorists had placed in
it. It is not a fail-safe key to assessing a film’s representation of reality.
There is no such key.

The question of documentary “truth” has vexed theorists, critics,
and filmmakers themselves. The relation of a documentary to the re-
ality it purports to depict is ineluctably problematic. It's now a com-
monplace that regardless of approach, the filmmaker to some extent
fabricates a view of reality. Seeking to determine a well-made film’s
truthfulness by comparing it against some idea of the objective reality
it depicts is a fool’s errand for anyone but an absolute expert in that
reality. Rubbo seems to have intuited this early in his career. And he
began to invent a repertoire of reflexive strategies that may not be no-
ticed as such because they are done naturally and without intellectual
self-consciousness. With reference especially to Waiting for Fidel, Jean-
nette Sloniowski observed that “the idea of getting to ‘the truth’ be-
comes impossible in a Rubbo film.”" I trust documentary filmmakers
who probe important but morally complex realities in search of truth
but don’t claim to have found it. Rubbo’s films embody this attitude.
The one common characteristic in the various techniques comprising
Rubbo’s documentary style is that each of them, in its way, undermines
Rubbo’s authority. For those who notice it, the painterly quality of his
films acknowledges implicitly that his interpretation of reality is created
from surfaces, or images. At this level, his interpretation is impression-
istic. His often imaginative but distinctively self-deprecating reflexivity
reveals his role in finding or shaping those images. His willingness
to enter a situation without knowing how it might develop indicates
an openness to experience that we often associate with significant art
and literature. He’ll even provoke reality by contriving situations likely
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to bring out character. His occasional use of intermediaries further
undermines any assumption that his films represent the views of an
all-knowing director. When he and his film are only at the periphery
of the real action, he acknowledges this implicitly or openly. His gen-
erosity to his characters resembles the empathy of a novelist, who can
see the good and bad in people. Both literally and tonally, his own
on-camera words and his voice-over narration imply uncertainty and
often make explicit his doubts. And yet who, after watching any of his
best films, can complain honestly of having learned nothing of import-
ance about the subject at hand or the human condition? It’s almost as
if the reticence itself pulls back the veil on reality, revealing complexity
and reinforcing uncertainty.

Reticence is an odd trait to accompany boldness; it is not often
associated with the kind of personality that would put itself in the
midst of the action as Rubbo does. His boldness probably owes some-
thing to his Australian origins. His reticence may have something to
do with Canada. The documentaries that especially appealed to him as
a film student, and which influenced his thesis film, were films made
by the NFB’s Unit B under Tom Daly’s collaborative leadership. The
Canadian critic Peter Harcourt’s 1965 Sight ¢ Sound essay on Unit B,
“The Innocent Eye,” noted that whatever the subject of a Unit B film,
there was “something else as well, something not so easily defined ...
a quality of suspended judgment, of something left open at the end, of
something undecided.””” Those words could apply to Rubbo’s docu-
mentaries. And they were, roughly twenty years later. Piers Handling,
in disappointment, applied the phrase “suspended judgement” to Rub-
bo’s later work up to 1984.1

It was Unit B’s films that drew Rubbo to Montreal. When he got
a job with the Film Board, the unit system had just been disbanded,
but he gravitated to Tom Daly, and made his breakthrough, Sad Song
of Yellow Skin, with Daly as his producer. But there’s a surprising irony
here. Harcourt made another acute observation about Unit B: the
films were “so much the product of a group that the names [of the
filmmakers] do not matter.”” From Sad Song on, Rubbo’s best films
were so much 7ot the product of a group that the name of the director
was what mattered most. Inserting himself into his films as a main, or
even the main, protagonist was as contrary to the Unit B aesthetic as
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could be. Harcourt had said of Unit B’s personality that there “is some-
thing Canadian in all this.”*” And nothing Australian, one could add.
And yet, despite his once-maligned but ultimately influential personal
presence as narrator, participant, and instigator, Rubbo’s films have a
strong touch of that open-ended “quality of suspended judgment” that
Harcourt saw in Unit B’s best work.

Rubbo is of course not the only filmmaker of his generation who de-
livers insight without claiming to have discovered truth. Molly Dineen,
Frederick Wiseman, and Errol Morris are three such filmmakers with
a substantial body of work. Their styles are as distinct from one an-
other’s as they are from Rubbo’s, but they each share Rubbo’s open-
ness to truth, and they each manifest that openness in their reluctance
to tell the viewer what to think. All three are far better known than
Rubbo. Documentary aficionados who are attracted to the intelligent
open-endedness of their work likely would appreciate Rubbo’s films
as well. And younger filmmakers might benefit from seeing that it is
possible to be personally involved in a documentary’s storyline while
remaining committed to the truth. Or better, to see that personal in-
volvement and respect for truth can work in concert.

222 D.B.JONES



Michael Rubbo Filmography

(This list does not include films Rubbo has made and posted
on YouTube; see below for a selected list of these titles.)

Adventures (1967)
Direction, script, editing. Cinematography: Igmar Remmier. Producer: Nick
Balla. NFB. 10 mins.

All About Olive (2005)
Direction, cinematography, production. Editor: Henion Han. The Helpful
Eye. 55 mins.

Atwood and Family (1985)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Andreas Poulsson, Zoe

Dirse. Coproduced with Barrie Howells. NFB. 30 mins.

Bate’s Car: Sweet as a Nut (1974)
Production. Direction, cinematography: Tony Ianzuelo. Editor: Malca Gill-
son. NFB. 16 mins.

The Bear and the Mouse (1966)
Editing, narration. Direction, camera: FW. Remmler, Igmar Remmler.
NFB. 8 mins.

Beware, Beware, My Beauty Fair (1972)

Production. Direction, editing: Jean Lafleur, Peter Svatek. Cinematography:
Douglas Kiefer. NFB. 29 mins.
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Cold Pizza (1972)
Production. Direction: Larry Kent. Cinematography: Savas Kalogeras. NFB.
19 mins.

Courage to Change (1986)
Coproduced with Tanya Tree. Direction: Tanya Tree. Editing: Hedy Dab.
Cinematography: Kent Nason. NFB. 54 mins.

Daisy: The Story of a Facelift (1982)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Susan Trow. Coproduced
with Giles Walker. NFB. 58 mins.

Here’s to Harry’s Grandfather (1970)
Direction. Cinematography: Tony Ianzelo. Producer: Tom Daly. NFB. 58

mins.

1 Am an Old Tree (1975)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Andreas Poulsson. Co-
produced with Tom Daly. NFB. 57 mins.

I Hate to Lose (1977)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Andreas Poulsson. Producer:
Tom Daly. NFB. 57 mins.

Jalan, Jalan: A Journey in Sundanese Java (1973)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Paul Leach. Producer: Tom
Daly. NFB. 20 mins.

Labour College (1966)
Narration. Director: Mort Ransen. Cinematography: Roger Racine. Editing:
Alan Davis. Producers: John Howe and Morten Parker. NFB. 23 mins.

The Little Box That Sings (2000)
Cinematography, editing, narration, production. Codirected with Katherine
Korolkevich-Rubbo. Editing: Geoffrey Wheeler. ABC. 55 mins.

Log House (1976)

Codirected with Andreas Poulsson. Cinematography: Andreas Poulsson.
Editing: Les Halman. Producer: Roman Bittman. NFB. 28 mins.
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The Long Haul Men (1966)
Direction. Cinematography: Tony lanzelo. Editing: John Spotton. Narra-
tion: Stanley Jackson. Producer: John Kemeny. NFB. 17 mins.

The Man Who Can’t Stop (1973)

Direction, editing, narration. Coedited with Graham Chase. Cinematog-
raphy: Don McAlpine. Producers: Tom Daly and Richard Mason. NFB and
Film Australia. 58 mins.

Margaret Atwood: Once in August (1984)
Direction, editing, narration. Coproduced with Barrie Howells. Cinematog-
raphy: Andreas Poulsson and Zoe Dirse. NFB. 57 mins.

Mprs. Ryan’s Drama Class (1969)

Direction. Cinematography: Tony Ianzelo, Paul Leach, and Martin Duck-
worth. Editing: Eddie Le Lorrain. Producers: Tom Daly and Cecily Bur-
wash. NFB. 35 mins.

Much Ado About Something (2002)
Direction, cinematography, editing. Coproduced with Penelope McDon-
ald Editing: Jane St. Vincent Welch. ABC/WHBH/The Helpful Eye/Chili

Films. 85 mins.

Not Far from Bolgatanga (1982)

Editing, narration. Codirected and coproduced with Barrie Howells. Cine-
matography: Fred Coleman. NFB for the Canadian International Develop-
ment Agency. 28 mins.

OK ... Camera (1972)

Direction. Cinematography: Eugene Boyko, Pierre Letarte, Jacques Forget,
Claude Pelland, Cameron Gaul, and Simon Leblanc. Editing: Marie-Hélene
Guillemin. NFB. 27 mins.

The Peanut Butter Solution (1985)

Direction. Writing: Vojtec Jasny, Andree Pelletier, Louise Pelletier, and Mi-
chael Rubbo. Cinematography: Thomas Vimos. Editing: Jean-Guy Mont-
petit. Production: Rock Demers, Jim Kaufman, and Nicole Robert. Produc-
tions La Féte. 94 mins.
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Persistent and Finagling (1971)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Jean-Pierre Lachapelle. Pro-
ducer: Tom Daly. NFB. 56 mins.

The Return of Tommy Tricker (1994)
Direction, writing. Cinematography: Thomas Vdmos. Editing: Jean-Pierre
Cereghetti. Producer: Rock Demers. Productions La Féte. 97 mins.

River (Planet Earth) 1977
Writing, editing. Director: Peter Raymont. Cinematography: Robert Hum-
ble. Producer: Tom Daly. NFB/Environment Canada. 28 mins

Sad Song of Yellow Skin (1970)
Direction, narration. Coedited with Torben Schioler. Cinematography:
Martin Duckworth and Pierre Letarte. Producer: Tom Daly. NFB. 58 mins.

Sir! Sir! (1968)
Direction. Cinematography: Tony Ianzelo. Editing: Alan Davis. Producers:
Cecily Burwash and Tom Daly. NFB. 20 mins.

Solzhenitsyn’s Children . . . Are Making a Lot of Noise in Paris (1978)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Andreas Poulsson, Michael
Edols, and Michel Thomas-d’Hoste. Producer: Martin Cannell. NFB. 87

mins.

The Streets of Saigon (1973)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Martin Duckworth. Produ-
cer: Tom Daly. NFB. 28 mins.

Summer’s Nearly Over (1971)
Direction. Coedited with Eddie Le Lorrain. Cinematography: Tony lanzelo.
Producer: Tom Daly. NFB. 29 mins.

Temiscaming, Québec (1975)

Coedited with Martin Duckworth, Serge Giguére, Gérard Sénécal, and
Ginny Stikeman. Direction and Cinematography: Martin Duckworth. Pro-
ducers: Dorothy Todd Hénaut and Len Chatwin. NFB. 64 mins.
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That Mouse (1967)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Igmar Remmier. Producer:
Nick Balla. NFB. 14 mins.

Tigers and Teddy Bears (1978)
Direction. Cinematography: Robert Humble and Andreas Poulsson. Edit-
ing: Torben Schioler. Producer: Tom Daly. NFB. 32 mins.

Tommy Tricker and the Stamp Traveller (1988)
Direction, writing. Cinematography: Andreas Poulsson. Editing: André
Corriveau. Productions La Féte. 105 mins.

The True Source of Knowledge These Days (1965)
Direction, camera, editing, narration, production. Stanford University. 28
mins.

Vincent and Me (1990)

Direction, writing. Cinematography: Andreas Poulsson. Editing: André
Corriveau. Producers: Rock Demers, Daniel Louis, Claude Nedjar. Produc-
tions La Féte. 100 mins.

Waiting for Fidel (1974)
Direction, editing, narration. Coproduced with Tom Daly. Cinematography:
Douglas Kiefer. NFB. 58 mins.

The Walls Come Tumbling Down (1976)
Narration, editing. Codirected with Pierre Lasry and William Weintraub.
Cinematography: Douglas Kiefer and Andreas Poulsson. NFB. 25 mins.

Wet Earth and Warm People (1971)
Direction, editing, narration. Cinematography: Paul Leach. Producer: Tom
Daly. NFB. 59 mins.

Yes or No, Jean-Guy Moreau (1979)

Direction, narration. Cinematography: Pierre Letarte. Editing: Tina Viljoen.
Producers: Judith Vecchione, Tina Viljoen, and Barrie Howells. NFB in co-
production with WGBH-TV Boston. 58 mins.
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Michael Rubbo YouTuhe Films
[Selected)

An Artist of Malacca (2013)

Avoca Beach Theatre: Our Little Treasure (2012)
Bicycle Art Drawing (2012)

Bicycle Art Drawing: Part Two (2012)

Bike It Or Not (2010)

Bike Share and Helmets Don’t Mix? (2009)

Bike Share for Fremantle? (2010)

Classical Australian Regional Cinemas (2013)
Councillor on a Bike (2010)

Electric Bikes—1he Great Electric Bike Comparison (2009)
The Inlet Cinema (2013)

Maggie Chiou Here on Show (2013)

The Man Who Swam Away (2010-2014)
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Melbourne Bike Share in Trouble? (2010)
Message to Melbourne from Dublin Bikes (2010)
No Bike Mirror . . . Suicidal? (2014)

No Helmet, Please (2009)

Olive Sees a Shark (2008)

Olive Sings a Song About Katie (2007)

Parking Woes at Avoca Beach (2014)

The Regal Reborn (2014)

Someone Peed on the Fish (2008)

Sue Abbor Fights Bike Helmets (2009)
Supporting Julian Assange (2010)

Swanpool Magic: Community Cinema at Its Best (2013)

A Taste of Avoca (2012)
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Vietnam. Margaret Atwood. Plastic surgery. No matter the
subject, when Michael Rubbo films it, his unique directorial vision is
embedded in each frame. In 7he Documentary Art of Michael Rubbo,
D. B. Jones reveals the development of Rubbo’s innovative, personal,
lyric, and spontaneous documentary style, from Rubbo’s early career
at the National Film Board of Canada, to his work as an executive
with the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, to his personal films
for YouTube. In exploring this wide ranging body of film, D. B. Jones
shows us not only the depth of Rubbo’s films, but the depth of their

influence on documentary filmmaking itself.

D. B. Jones has written, directed, or produced documentary films
for American public broadcasting, Film Australia, Dutch National
Television, and others. Jones is Distinguished Professor of Film at
Drexel University, and has taught at La Trobe and Stanford. He is
the author of Movies and Memoranda: An Interpretive History of the
National Film Board of Canada (1982) and The Best Butler in the
Business: Tom Daly and the National Film Board of Canada (1996).
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Nobody knows the NFB like D. B. Jones, and nobody writes about
documentary like him either. This is a terrific book: punchy, detailed,
and eye-opening.
— JERRY WHITE, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR & CANADA RESEARCH CHAIR IN
EurorEAN STUDIES, DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH, DALHOUSIE UNIVERSITY

Michael Rubbo brought to documentary filmmaking ... the voice of

a filmmaker who entered the reality he was recording — doing so with
unfailingly intellectual curiosity, good humor, and compassion. Rubbo’s
films ... underscore the importance of cultural and political differences.
But more importantly, they allow us to appreciate those profound aspects
of our shared humanity.

—KAREN COOPER, DIRECTOR, FiLM ForumMm (NYC)
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