
In a subjective world, to what extent can documentary be defined as the “perpetual 

negotiation between the real event and its representation”? 

 

Chronicle of Summer (Jean Rouch, Edgar Morin, 1961) is a self-reflexive documentary 

experimenting in whether it is possible to achieve cinematic truth. The film follows its 

directors, Rouch and his accomplice Morin, discovering ordinary people’s multiple 

perspectives on life, through methods such as interviewing. The films reflexive mode enables 

the spectator to see how controversially juxtaposed readings have been taken of the film, not 

only from their perspectives, but the directors, and even the subjects. This documentary is an 

investigation into Cinéma Vérité, a filmmaking style that began in the early 1960’s, which 

moves nearer to capturing the truth in everyday settings, presenting supposedly authentic 

dialogue. However, actuality struggles to engage an audience. Brian Winston, as stated by 

(Corner and Rosenthal, 2005, p.181) highlights that, although documentary’s claim on 

actuality require it “behave ethically”, raw footage is still being selected and translated into a 

story which is shaped through editing, insisting that production directly translates to mean, 

mediation, thus highlighting the idea Stella Bruzzi (2006a) had, that documentary is an 

ongoing struggle between subjectivity and objectivity. The final product is arguably 

interlaced with the director’s ideological beliefs and shaped by their familiarisation with the 

subjects, drawing personal conclusions about the people they are representing, meaning truth 

cannot be “guaranteed by style or expression. It isn’t guaranteed by anything.” (Bruzzi, 

2006b, p.9) 

 

The directors construct a comfortable and relaxed environment to put their subjects at ease. 

Interviews take place in a familiar environment, for example, at home, in bed, or at the dinner 

table, drinking and smoking. The informality is also reflected in both the filmmaker and 
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subject’s relaxed posture. In one of the opening scenes we are introduced to the two directors 

debating their film concept and whether they will be able to achieve actuality with the 

presence of a camera. Bruzzi (2006c p. 10) declares that the “collision between apparatus and 

subject” is what converts reality into documentary, rather than the “utopian vision” of what 

could have transpired without the presence of a camera. They are both sat on the floor, 

smoking and drinking with Marceline (a leading subject). This quirky and overtly casual 

setting is a manipulation tool employed to immerse the spectator immediately into a 

supposedly unmediated world. However, Peter Mathews (2002a, p. 32) implies that it is from 

this “avowed lie” that the filmmakers ironically aim “to trick out the truth.” Marceline 

appears nervous. The directors put her at ease, using self-deprecation to construct a false 

sense of haphazard spontaneity to their methods… “You have no idea of our questions and 

nor do we,” Rouch says throwing his head back and laughing. Marceline instantly responds to 

this, relaxing her shoulders and giggling. The directors continue their casual mode of 

address… “He’s a rascal!” And, the more Marceline eases, the more chance there is of her 

expressing herself truthfully on camera. Bruzzi, (2006d p. 10) highlights the dominating 

paradox of documentary film. The supposed authenticity and spontaneity achieved through 

revealing the process also exhibits “their lack of concern with conforming to the style of 

objectivity”, which Bill Nichols (2010) implies to be the most honest of his documentary 

modes, as it involves the least interference, rather than reflexive or performative. 

 

Mathews (2002b) suggests that the initial fiction is a product of the director’s crafty 

manipulation of the action. The directors’ subjectivity is shaped by their upbringing and 

situational factors. This is evidenced in one of the final segments of the film, in St Tropez, 

where the women are stereotypically objectified through mediation. The filmmakers’ have 

chosen to focus on high angle shots of their breasts and CU’s of other sexualised body parts. 
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In a V/O Sophie describes women in St Tropez in a very superficial and unintelligent way, as 

“sweet and simple”, trying to attract directors with their looks, and having “everything but 

brains”. This V/O has ironically been laid over footage of Sophie made up to look identical to 

the girls she is criticising, and tripping over her own flip-flop whilst laughing giddily, making 

this a comically constructed scene, characterising Sophie. 

 

Subjectivity affects the authenticity of the subjects’ personal representation. One is free to 

make choices in a micro sense, however it’s misleading to believe that one has agency over 

one’s own life. We are constricted by a macro scale. Mathews (2002c, p. 31) insinuated that 

the camera eye encourages the talking heads to represent a certain idealistic, potentially 

skewed, version of themselves, creating blurred lines between the private self and “it’s public 

performance”. In the scene in which Mary Lou is being interviewed, Mary Lou’s 

representation as a deep and depressed woman is constructed both by the directors and 

herself. She is introduced walking down a dark corridor in silhouette, to imply isolation and 

poetic sadness. A Close Up reveals her looking up at the ceiling, with her head in her hand, in 

silence. This is filled with romanticised connotations of thoughtfulness and despair. The key 

lighting used, even highlights a glimmer of hope in her large dark eyes, which avoid contact 

with the camera and often look down, as if to imply insecurity. “I felt good having a hard 

time”, “I drink to free myself”, she says, representing herself as a female with an appetite for 

self-destruction. This is mirrored by the mise-en-scene: she is smoking, which creates a hazy 

mist around her to mirror the cloudiness of her thoughts. Heller Nicholas (2012a) comments 

on documentary constructing three-dimensional characters, like Mary Lou, to encourage 

audiences to relate and sympathise further, thus immersing them more in the film. 
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In the scene in which Marceline describes her experience of Auschwitz, “the creative 

treatment of actuality” (John Grierson, 1966a p. 147) is evidenced through mediation. A CU 

of Marceline’s arm reveals her concentration camp number. The camera tilts down to her 

hand, focusing on a white rose she is stroking. A freeze-frame is added here to enhance the 

significance of this image. The connotations of the colour white imply purity, perhaps 

reflecting her nature, exaggerating the injustice of her past and evoking an emotional response 

from the audience. Grierson (1966b) didn’t believe that actuality through a lens was possible, 

or necessary, and that, at surface value, little truth could be interpreted by the spectator, but 

rather that the utilisation of more poetic means could uncover otherwise concealed aspects, 

which are more meaningful, revealing a deeper truth. A cut to a contrasting LS reveals 

Marceline walking across the Place de la Concorde, which she notes, is empty. The emptiness 

of her surroundings mirrors the way she feels inside. She is small in shot and holding tightly 

onto her jacket, representing her as a vulnerable character. As she begins talking aloud, to her 

dead father, the eerie dialogue almost appears staged: “I came back, you didn’t.” She begins 

unnaturally humming a tune, which has a contrapuntal, joyful, tone adding to the discomfort 

of this emotionally exposing scene. In an Extreme Long Shot, her figure becomes silhouetted 

as she gets further away from the camera - walking deliberately slowly - almost fading away, 

like a ghost. Backlit, she is walking into a dark tunnel, implying impending doom and a loss 

of hope. The tunnel eventually consumes her silhouette, which is parallel with the non-

diegetic sound of her voice weakening, “Papa… Papa…” the repetition is poetic and 

dramatized. Hanna Schenkel (2014a, p. 77) believed that, through this personal dramatization 

into a “foreign consciousness”, understanding and empathy can be created, as well as 

knowledge. 
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The documentary returns to Mary Lou only a month later. Her newfound gleefulness is 

almost comedic. She is now, contrastingly, looking directly into the interviewer’s eyes, shown 

in a Medium Two Shot, implying a newfound openness. “Are you happy?” asks Rouch. She 

begins smiling and touching her face frantically, in an overly dramatic way. The camera tilts 

down to expose her ridiculously unsteady hand fidgeting, to remind the audience of her inner 

disturbance, anchored by her distracting stuttering. Finally, in the penultimate, self-reflexive 

scene, in which the subjects watch the film back and debate its success, Mary-Lou displays a 

newfound confidence and relaxed nature, expressed through self-assured posture and flowing 

speech, appearing as a contrastingly different person to the character represented thus far, 

which proves Schenkel’s notion (2014b, p. 70), that filmmakers often attempt to achieve 

audience engagement through employed fictional storytelling techniques, such as 

“characterisation, story arcs, and music”, enriching the emotional aspects of the documentary, 

but sacrificing the innate truth. Her character is criticised in the final scene for being 

“artificial”, however, others argue that it is possibly, through this dramatization of her own 

life, that she’s able to get in touch with a deeper truth, prompting her to “search for herself”. 

Marceline’s performance is described by another viewer as “truer than true, because she is 

acting.” The nature of this scene, in which the subjects judge their own performances, is what 

Nicholas (2012b, p. 114) describes self-reflexive documentaries doing to encourage audiences 

to become “critical viewers, rather than passive consumers”. 

 

Finally, it may be concluded, focusing on the documentary: Chronicle of Summer, that 

subjectivity has a permeating effect on documentary film, from the filmmakers’ construction 

of the material to the way in which subjects are characterised through positioning and 

mediation and their own personal representation of themselves. Finally, even the way the film 

is perceived by the spectator, is affected by what they deem to be honest. I do agree, 
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abstractly, that in a therapeutic and cathartic sense, dramatizing one’s own emotion may 

indeed enable them to get in touch with a deeper truth, otherwise unrecognised or accepted by 

society. However, I do have the same opinon as Bruzzi, that documentary is best defined as 

“the perpetual negotiation between the real event and its representation”, in a subjective world 

where the “truth” itself is ambiguous. 
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