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I think of myself as an amateur filmmaker, not a professional,  
in the sense that ‘amateur’ means love of something, for the form.

Jim Jarmusch

Rachel Webster recording the geography of a Bakarwal valley for her PhD research in northern India
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About this book
such as the comprehensive Cross-Cultural Filmmaking by Ilisa 
Barbash and Lucien Castaing-Taylor (1997), which concentrates 
mainly on the production of celluloid film.

Section 1, Why make a documentary film? describes a way of 
doing research through filmmaking, and as such it is concerned 
with data gathering as well as analysis and theory making. 
The main aim of the book is to provide practical help as we 
connect theoretical ideas and technical considerations to the 
task of ethnographic filmmaking. This first section describes 
two techniques that help define filmmaking as a research 
practice, and demonstrates how these can be applied to the 
most common filming situations found in processes, testimonies 
and events. This will help readers to practise the foundational 
elements of cinema craft as they are outlined in this book 
in situations similar to those they might find in the field. It 
then looks at how other filmmakers have used collaborative, 
observational, reflexive and expressive methods to produce a 
core of approaches that can be refashioned to suit your own 
research subjects. Finally, a discussion of ethics and good 
practice is central to any endeavour that frames the lives of other 
people and exposes their vulnerabilities.

Section 2, Preparation looks at what is required to ensure 
the success of a film project before you arrive on location. 
A written proposal deepens our engagement with a subject 
area and helps to tackle the obstacles that commonly threaten 
to derail a filmmaking and research journey. Due to lengthy 
production schedules and the limited funds available to research 
projects, hiring equipment can be impractical, so ethnographic 
filmmakers tend to favour lightweight gear that can be carried 
easily and is affordable to own. This section considers how to find 

the most suitable equipment for your project and how to practise 
using it with the manual functions that help to create high-quality 
images and sound.

Section 3, Recording looks at how to apply techniques for 
gathering image and sound on location to serve the core ideas 
discussed in Section 1. However, before looking at technical 
matters it addresses the fundamental skill of establishing good 
fieldwork relationships and maintaining a rapport with research 
participants to ensure your documentary project remains 
viable. Filmmaking for research purposes relies on a variety of 
recorded material that covers the demands of both cinematic 
grammar – the shots that create coherence in a film through 
description – and theoretical analysis. Alongside technical advice 
about operating a camera and sound devices, it includes a 
discussion of situations that commonly present a filmmaker with 
opportunities to gather important material, such as processes, 
discussions, journeys, performances, reflexive moments and 
major events. I encourage filmmakers to begin working in small 
crews, in order to gather hands-on experience in the specific 
technical requirements of quality image and sound recording. 
Working in a dedicated sound and camera team will ensure the 
highest standards of cinematographic craft, but it will also help 
you to develop confidence for working solo, which for most 
researchers becomes their modus operandi.

Section 4, Editing describes storytelling as an integral part of the 
ongoing research process, as well as a means to reach cinematic 
expression. The focus is on the practical stages involved in an 
entire post-production workflow, but this also involves a degree 
of understanding about human perception and expression, 
and in particular the way that humans comprehend time and Kevin But filming in Manchester, UK

This handbook is intended for anybody who wants to use 
ethnographic documentary for broadcast, research or personal 
filmmaking projects. Its focus is practical and theoretical with a 
degree of technical advice appropriate for those making their 
first films. It will also suit media professionals aiming to convert 
established practice into research. The aim is to encourage 
exploration through practice, and the book adopts a pedagogy 
that I have developed over the past twenty years while teaching 
filmmaking to research students and professionals and by 
making my own films independently for TV, festival and internet 
broadcast. It is intended to inspire the development of core 
skills in camera use, sound recording and editing that can be 
applied to sensory, fictive, observational, participatory, reflexive, 
performative and immersive modes of storytelling.

In his landmark text Ethnographic Film, first published in 1976 
and now available as a revised edition, Karl Heider finds a 
‘degree of ethnographicness’ – meaning the balance between 
description and analysis as it is contextualised from within the 
lived circumstances of others – that may or may not be evident 
through the content of a film. This has proved useful in social 
anthropology, but one of the intentions of this book is to extend 
the reach of ethnographic filmmaking into other areas, and 
for this reason I have looked for different ways to describe the 
purpose, ideas, equipment and techniques associated with 
ethnographic documentary. The handbook also aims to simplify 
and update existing practical introductions to ethnographic film, 



space. The section discusses how recorded material is put 
to work through the narrating of a film, in order to extend an 
understanding of fieldwork, especially in terms of affect, bodily 
sense and experience. Although the opportunities that exist in 
broadcast television for documentary are well defined before 
a film is made, a research film is in a constant state of evolution 
right up until the final cut. To choose a mode of storytelling and 
cutting techniques that suit a project, you need to use carefully 
positioned feedback screenings of work in progress and 
develop the ability to receive editorial advice.

Section 5, Distribution discusses when it is appropriate to write about 
your filmmaking. Typically a written statement will help a researcher 
to elaborate on methodology, ethics or personal and descriptive 
aspects of their ethnography that have escaped the confines of a 
film. A short written statement such as this will help peer reviewers 
of online video journals to assess the unique contribution that your 
film has made to an area of study. Also in this section, the role of film 
festivals and distributors in getting your film out to a wider audience 
is assessed, as well as some of the pitfalls that may be encountered 
along the way.

I have added a number of Appendices that will be useful to a 
practising filmmaker. These include a summary kit list and templates 
of important forms and documents to organise the bureaucracy of a 
film project. I have also compiled a list of films in chronological order 
and texts in alphabetical order, including works that I have cited in 
this handbook, in the hope that these might inspire readers with a 
wide range of interests.

The handbook is designed to accompany filmmakers into the field 
in the pocket of a camera bag. I hope that it will inspire your own 
documentary practice, so please put it down once you have arrived 
at a stage in the filmmaking journey that interests you and pick it up 
again when you get stuck.

Good luck!

Photomontage of daily life on the river Ganges  
in Varanasi, India with spiral galaxy
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SECTION 1 
Why make a documentary film? 

Images and written texts not only tell us things differently, they tell us 
different things.

David MacDougall 
author of Transcultural Cinema (1998: 257)

material for a film can also provide rich terrain for growing new 
ideas, and as such it is informed by just two principles:

1 Knowledge is explored and expressed using techniques 
that operate at the level of sensory perception.

2 Ethical considerations about the lives and experience of 
others inform the style and approach of the work.

The emphasis of this handbook is on the practical and technical 
aspects of documentary filmmaking. However, in this section 
we will look at some theoretical ideas and their associated 
techniques that demonstrate the relevance of cinema practice 
for academic research. The text uses ideas that have supported 
the making of my own films in order to inspire readers to think 
about their reasons for using a particular filmmaking method. 
Equally, you may wish to reflect on an already established 
cinema practice where you are required to think about 
filmmaking in new ways.

In Argonauts of the Western Pacific, Bronisaw Malinowski (1922) 
described how a wealth system based on the exchange of 
seashells informs the daily lives of island people, beyond their 
simple economic needs. The so-called ‘kula ring’ required that 
in order for shells to retain their monetary value they must be in 
perpetual circulation, which required various means of direct 
interpersonal communication. When this work was first published 
it presented an interesting alternative to a Western audience who 
were more familiar with depersonalised systems of hoarding 
capital in banks. Malinowski’s research ethics and findings were 
brought into question when his personal diaries revealed a 
colonial sensibility that is anathema to contemporary research, 

The author (right) consulting research participants about framing for  
his film, The Lover and the Beloved: a journey into tantra 

We write to test our thinking, and the same is true when we 
film. A modern approach to social research requires us to 
think about human action through its affect, bodily sense and 
experience, and for this we need techniques that work in real 
time as well as those that operate retrospectively. We cannot 
know the experience of another person completely, even if 
we share the same time and space, because of the way that 
things feel differently for each of us. A filmmaker, however, 
seeks proximity to others as a way to interpret their thoughts, 
emotions and actions through images, sounds and stories 
that are eventually shared in a different but related cinematic 
experience. Opportunities for these documentaries are found in 
daily processes, spoken words and critical events, or they might 
be discovered outside of our existing conceptual frameworks as 
we encounter new things along the journey.

Filmmaking for fieldwork is more than using a camera and sound 
devices to gather data on location. It is about a collection of 
procedures and skills involved in cinema praxis that can inspire 
our thinking and transform our ability to understand the world. It 
is a simple method that relies on the belief that good construction 
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Technique

A documentary film develops through a continuous process of 
analytic thinking and enactive recording, where new ideas are 
created with each interaction. Academic researchers who choose 
audiovisual methods to express their ideas encounter problems 
if there is a lack of recorded material available to describe their 
theory in a cinematic way. A filmmaker must record images 
and sounds that both support and generate ideas. If certain 
grammatical shots are neglected while in the field then it may 
not be possible to create effective new sequences later on when 
editing. This is an important difference between filmmaking and 
writing, where it is much easier to elaborate on actuality at the 
writing-up stage. In this section, I will describe some foundational 
techniques for recording and editing a film that can be applied 
equally well to research and documentary storytelling.

Describing human experience: the triangle of action

The moving picture makes itself sensuously and sensibly manifest as 
the expression of experience by experience.

Vivian Sobchack  
author of A Phenomenology of the Film Experience 

(1992: 3)

that other person. However, it is possible to gain a proximity to 
others, and through this closeness or distance we can develop 
an understanding of how they feel. There are two quite distinct 
types of experience. ‘An experience’ that unfolds in real time 
requires different techniques for recording it than ‘narrated 
experience’, which is explicitly retrospective and presented 
according to a conceptual logic that is already pre-formed when 
we first encounter it in the field. At this gathering stage we collect 
evidence of experience as it unfolds through time and space in 
physical actions and processes – rather than evidence of how it 
is talked about after the event that developed the experience 
has taken place. This is how we show rather than tell an audience 
about what has happened. The late philosopher, Hannah Arendt, 
emphasised how meaning is created through subjective human 
actions and interactions, and in the same way, ethnographic films 
make use of processes to build an impression of what constitutes 
human action and the experiences that extend from it.

Films that are concerned with affect, bodily sense and 
experience often try to get close to their subject. The first and 
most pressing question when recording any film is where to 
direct the camera and microphones and how to move fluidly 
to gather the variety of shot sizes and compositions that are 
necessary to build the narrative of a film. One solution to this 
problem, which can also help to build a foundation in cinema 
craft, is to imagine a triangle of action to help us explore a 
subject. At the three points of this imaginary triangle lie aspects 
of human action that can be materially evidenced in single 
shots with synchronised audio. When these shots are combined 
in a single edited sequence they help us to describe how an 
activity feels to the person performing the action, as well as the 
consequences for others who might witness it. Let us consider Daniel He, appearing in the first public screening of British Born Chinese

A filmmaker mediates between those who have first-hand 
experience and those who develop a related experience by 
watching the film. We cannot know the experience or bodily 
sense of another person completely because we cannot be 
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Jón Bjarki Magnússon filming with  
his grandmother for Half Elf

Figure 1 How to film a sequence of images 
built around a process, using the triangle of 
action method (see pages 7–8)
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