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Agnieszka Brodzik FOUND FOOTAGE FILM: WHEN, WHY AND HOW?1 Keywords: Jean Baudrillard, found footage film, hyperreality, horror film, contemporary cinema



Found footage genre is a new cinematic convention within horror, the emergence of which is almost exclusively connected to the premiere of The Blair Witch Project (1999), which not only provided the outline for the basic shape of the convention, but also incorporated inventive and original devices, thus creating the unparalleled illusion of authenticity that became the defining feature of the new form. The discussion of found footage films should certainly begin with the explanation of its name, which, although rather plain, in fact proves very telling: found footage film is one that comprises video material supposedly found after the death of its authors, very frequently on the site of their murder or another violent act that led to their death. The key to understanding the essence of the convention lies in the very word supposedly, which in reality stands for a whole range of technical as well as marketing devices used in order to deceive the viewer, so that he or she believes in the authenticity of the presented material. It should be noted that this trickery now has other purposes, explained later in the article, for the audience is presumably fully aware of the laws of the convention. However, first of all, that was not necessarily true in 1999, when Blair Witch Project was released, and secondly, although the ultimate deceit can never be achieved, the viewer is made to question the relation between reality and fiction, a phenomenon that will be discussed later in this article. Found footage films should not be mistaken for the popular “based on true events” label, which suggests that the content of a given movie was inspired by real life events. The difference between the two lies in the fact that the former is supposedly presenting the events exactly how they happened, with all the
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imperfections and ambiguities, whereas the latter shapes its plot around facts, sometimes only loosely connected to the actual events. A found footage film is constructed as if it was not merely based on facts, but was the facts themselves. This illusion is achieved mostly through a special way of filming, namely, handheld camera is used to produce a low-quality, raw material which is unedited or edited only to a limited extent and incorporates various shaky shots, askew angles, blurry vision, etc. that contribute to the illusion of reality through



the



assumption



that



imperfection



means



authenticity



and



sophistication—artificiality. Another interesting devices employed by the filmmakers are background stories offered in the promotional materials or introductions identifying the source of the material, for instance, the British thriller Exhibit A (2007) has a fake police table, which authenticates the film as a tape found by the police on the site of a murder. Sometimes such recognition is delivered by the actors, as in Grave Encounters (2011), where, before the actual found footage is presented, a man appears on the screen and explains how the tape was obtained and why it has been decided that it should be edited and presented as a film. As it has been already stated, such information can no longer trick the viewers into believing in the authenticity of the material, but it has become an indispensable part of the convention. One might compare found footage films to the infamous radio broadcast by Orson Welles based on War of the Worlds by H. G. Wells, which sparked a nationwide panic because its audience failed to recognise the fictionality of the piece. As Cantril puts it, “for a few horrible hours people from Maine to California thought that hideous monsters armed with death rays were destroying all armed resistance sent against them” (3). They assumed that what they hear on the radio is true because this was how they had learned to treat that medium, just like the cinematic audience has learned to treat raw video material and documentary convention as truthful. The effect Orson Welles
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achieved as a mere unexpected by-product is by all means desired in the found footage genre. Interestingly, the finest example of a film that uses a variety of tools for creating the illusion of reality is the first widely recognised found footage film, namely Blair Witch Project. The film is designed to look like authentic video material, shot during a trip taken by three young people who had decided to create a documentary about the legendary Blair Witch. According to the background story presented both on the website and in an additional fake documentary, they never returned and the tapes documenting their last moments were found in the forest. The idea behind the new convention is neatly expressed by the director Eduardo Sanchez himself: We designed the film to be, from beginning to end, a completely real experience. We didn't want anything in it to give away the fact that it wasn’t real. We wanted real town names, in case someone was from that area. We didn’t want any three-point lighting; we didn’t want any dolly moves. We didn't use any known actors. (www.avclub.com)



Another distinctive feature of Blair Witch Project is that it “barely develops the primary features of the back-story, explored by its paratexts” (i.e. largely its website as well as the mockumentary about the missing filmmakers) and it is questionable whether the film itself is able to “stand on its own as a complete narrative” (Highley & Weinstock 13). The fictionality of the movie is not exposed on its website but, rather, it makes “the fantasy seem even more real, placing the viewer more deeply into the drama” (Lancaster 119). There are not only additional audio and video materials but also, most interestingly, Heather’s well-prepared diary that is not only hand-written, but also wet and smeared with dirt so that it appears authentic and thus supports the illusion in the film itself. Furthermore, through such dispersion of various pieces of the narrative, it seems to have no borders and no resolution. It is reinforced by the unparalleled involvement of the actors in the production of the film. As Janet Maslin writes: “they actually wielded the film’s cameras, and they were left cold, hungry, lost and increasingly angry, just like the characters they play” (movies.nytimes.com). 46
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One of the important devices mentioned earlier is the fake documentary about the missing filmmakers as well as a second one, presenting Rustin Parr, a fictional character from the background story of Blair Witch. Both films are designed to look like conventional documentaries that include interviews, private video materials, archival footage etc. These pieces belong to the wellestablished tradition of the so-called mockumentaries, which is much older than the found footage genre, and includes, for example, the famous French production Man Bites Dog (1992) that follows a serial killer in his endeavours. Those two conventions permeate each other to such an extent that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between them. Blair Witch Project might be seen as a failed attempt at a documentary that led to the death of its authors; the much earlier Cannibal Holocaust (1980) uses both conventions in almost even proportions, although it lacks the illusion of reality that defines found footage films; Australian The Tunnel (2011) uses “real” footage acquired by a television journalist and her team during an investigation of abandoned train tunnels and interlards it with interviews with the surviving participants, commenting on the development of the plot in close ups characteristic of American style television documentaries. The existence of mockumentaries raises the question of authenticity of conventional documentaries. For de Saife, the difference between the two is similar to that between “an embellished historical account and a cleverly concealed lie” (www.spinaltapfan.com), since real documentaries very frequently incorporate non-authentic materials that still are not regarded as fiction. What I propose is to examine their purposes: mockumentaries are there not to present reality in an interesting fashion2 as documentaries do, but to take advantage of the audience’s trust in the convention in order to present fiction as reality. As de Seife argues, mockumentaries are to make the viewers question the reality presented on screen or on television as well as the “cinematic objectivity” as a whole. In other words, mockumentary questions the
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established reliability of the documentary convention and exposes its artificiality. Brigid Cherry rightly observes that found footage films provide a commentary on the condition of modern society that is preoccupied with the visual and driven by the desire to document their every experience (192). As Joel Black writes in his study, “the reality has never been more in demand, it has also never been more at issue. Reality in liberal, democratic, mass-mediated societies no longer is self-evident, but is constantly contested and up for grabs” (16). The modern way of proving existence of a given phenomenon is to record it and share it with others. As Jauregui puts it in her discussion of Cannibal Holocaust: “We have redefined ourselves as Homo Videns: breathers, consumers, dependents, and creators of images. Truth, in our society, now hinges on the visual; it is mediated by images” (www.rochester.edu). In Cloverfield (2008), when the monster attacks, the first unconditioned response of the people that found themselves in mortal danger is to reach to their pockets for mobile phones and record the fallen head of the Statue of Liberty because that could provide the evidence for their experience. It is just as if modern people could not face the world without the mediation of a recording device: they would rather see it on screen because for them that is the natural way of perceiving the world. In the same film, at one point the protagonist explains his insistence on recording the events, saying that “people need to see this.” It seems that nowadays it is only the visual that can satisfy the demand for information. All the above comments lead to one major assumption: the development of the found footage genre is inseparably connected with the changes in the modern media, especially the emergence of reality television. The new formula not only heavily capitalises on the critique of the mass media3, but it also uses its conventions and characteristic features to do so. As early as in Cannibal Holocaust, the filmmakers present a rather unsettling image of modern journalism which “[…] may just as well report facts as produce or provoke
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[them]” (Drozdowski 11). This disillusionment with the modern media no longer presenting reality triggers “the hunger for authentic message” (11), which might explain the success of found footage genre. The appeal of the raw material used in this convention is identified by Rafał Drozdowski as aesthetics of error which suggest authenticity. This assumption that what is imperfect is real stems from amateur footage presented in television news that serves to provide the audience with an insider’s view to events and enhance the emotional appeal of the material. The viewer is more likely to believe a random witness rather than a professional journalist, because this career is nowadays more and more frequently associated with manipulation. As Agnieszka Izdebska has rightly observed, the same effect is triggered in found footage films, which usually avoid editing and special effects4 in order to appear just as real as the amateur clips found on the Internet. Deceitful as it is, it corresponds to the demand of the audience which “is much more interested in ‘emotional realism’ rather than ‘ontological realism’” (Drozdowski 11) and eagerly sacrifices the clarity of the film for its enhanced emotional impact extorted through the illusion of reality. In other words, the relation between professional / manipulative and amateur / authentic that can be traced in the modern media might be transferred into the realm of the cinema to illustrate the difference between traditional films and the new formula: the former exhibits a high level of editing and addition of special effects which produce a clear account of the plot but are perceived as artificial, while the latter is seen as more genuine. Through their apparent lack of professionalism, the filmmakers in found footage genre gain the trust of the audience and use it to achieve the purpose of the movie: due to the belief in the reality of the film, the viewer is more likely to experience anxiety, and it should be remembered that “heightening fear […] is key to horror” (Derry 229)5. Found footage films draw heavily on the criticism of morality of the modern media. It obviously also concerns the high levels of manipulation mentioned
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earlier, but another vital issue is the unhealthy appetite for information and entertainment exhibited both by the journalists and the audience. Pertti Alasuutari, in her study of the relationship between the audience and the media, retells the story of Princess Diana’s death, which provoked a heated discussion of media morality not only in the shape of criticising the careless reporters, but also “the general international public, whose great interest in the private life of the beloved princess made the pictures of Diana so expensive that the photographers were ready to do whatever it took to get them” (86). In the found footage genre, such disapproval could be observed as early as in Blair Witch Project, which might be considered a warning for the modern media that careless curiosity can have fatal consequences. The journalist are often accused of being unconditionally devoted to their work, regardless of circumstances, and this denigration of their character lies at the core of many found footage films, e.g. [REC] (2007), The Tunnel (2011), Grave Encounters (2011), or Trollhunter (2010), in which this criticism takes the shape of an amusing caricature. Furthermore, very often the main characters of found footage films are amateurs trying to play the role of reporters, as in Cloverfield (2008) or Diary of the Dead (2007). Although usually their work proves to be highly dangerous, their motivation frequently lacks clarity: they are prone to claim they record events to fulfil an informative role, however, more often than not, the viewer can trace an undertone of another aim, that is, fame. It seems that the idea of becoming a celebrity after publication of the material becomes a powerful incentive. There is little difference between their motivation and the impulse that pushes random witnesses to record tragic or amusing events and later send them to television channels for publication. However, there is yet another kind of found footage films: one that stems directly from the idea of personal diary in audio-visual form which can either be meant for presentation on the Internet or only for personal use, but is discovered after some tragic events as in The Amityville Haunting (2011) or Megan Is Missing (2011). The diary might constitute a part of a larger whole as
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in both of the above examples or stand on its own, as in e.g. Exhibit A (2007) or Atrocious (2010). Although it seems too personal to be related to television, in fact it is. The atmosphere of privacy can be easily traced back to reality shows such as Big Brother which rely on the viewers’ needs to have a glimpse of other people’s private lives. Such voyeurism can be found also in other social and cultural practices, such as paparazzi’s work, which is based on taking pictures of celebrities in the most intimate situations. The desire to see them brings the discussion back to the Alasuutari’s observations about Princess Diana’s death. The final comment about television revolves around the issue of reliability: the viewer assumes the reliability of video materials presented on television because one is accustomed to believing in what is presented there. Thus, through the convention of television news, the imperfection of raw footage and the convention of a documentary6 are connected to the idea of truthfulness in the minds of the audience. Such unconditioned response is now dismantled through the existence of found footage films and mockumentaries. Although it might have not been the initial intention of the directors, through creating fake documentaries Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez suggested that in reality the media might report invented news and spread fabricated information. Thus, the reputation of the media is undermined even though, paradoxically, this reputation lies at the core of the illusion created by those two conventions. Those general observations might be discussed in detail in relation to the notions of hyperreality and simulation presented in Jean Baudrillard’s famous work Simulacra and Simulation, where one can find such a statement: “[…] pretending, or dissimulating, leaves the principle of reality intact: the difference is always clear, it is simply masked, whereas simulation threatens the difference between the ‘true’ and the ‘false,’ the ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary’” (3). Simulation thrives upon the lack of a clear distinction between fact and fiction. In a similar fashion, found footage films present themselves as authentic video materials which, in fact, they are not. However, it is not deceitful marketing that is being discussed here, but a unique technique with which they try to threaten
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the boundaries between reality and fiction, creating a sense of doubt unparalleled in other cinematic conventions. The emergence of such a genre seems to have a solid ground in the contemporary world as depicted by Baudrillard, meaning one that is full of simulation. Another very well-known Baudrillard’s claim mentions Disneyland: [It] exists in order to hide that it is the “real” country, all of “real” America that is Disneyland (a bit like prisons are there to hide that it is the social in its entirety, in its banal omnipresence, that is carceral). (10)



Such mechanism can be traced in the two conventions discussed in this article and the previous conventions they stem from: amateur video materials and documentaries. The existence and immense popularity of authentic video materials from tragic events—presented on television, in documentaries or simply on the Internet—has not only, in a way, prepared the audience for the reception of found footage films, but also provided basis for its emergence: their apparent authenticity lies at the core of the illusion of reality created in found footage genre, but it does not mean those amateur clips and documentaries are not fictional. What really happens is that as found footage genre masks the fictionality of amateur video clips, mockumentaries obscure the fact that documentaries do not present reality. The doubts also concern the technical issues, for if found footage films and mockumentaries are successful at producing video material which can pretend to be authentic, the audience might grow distrustful towards material presenting reality. To put this more simply: if such films can deceive the viewers, can the viewers believe in what they see (on television)? Baudrillard has the same doubts and uses an example of a staged robbery: “There is no ‘objective’ difference: the gestures, the signs are the same as for a real robbery, the signs do not lean to one side or another” (15). In the found footage genre, on the level of representation, that is the very video material, the difference is if not impossible to observe, then, at least, not immediately recognizable because it is not easy to differentiate between authentic and staged events. This problem is visible on the Internet, where numerous seemingly authentic video 52
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clips are treated as “fake” by half of their viewers while the other half believes they present reality. The seeming authenticity is the most important selling point of found footage films so their taglines, introductions, labels etc. very often refer straightforwardly to the apparent realism and truthfulness. For example, the retake on the classical story of Amityville in the form of a found footage film (i.e. The Amityville Horror) begins with the statement “What you are about to see is real.” Sometimes the taglines refer to the objectivity of the camera, as in Exhibit A, advertised with a blunt “The camera never lies…” (imdb.com). It seems that the filmmakers try to sell their products as a more realistic kind of cinematic experience, and reactions of the viewers give the impression that, indeed, their attitude towards this particular convention is different than in the case of traditional horror movies. Jonathan Rosenbaum in a review of Blair Witch Project draws a parallel between the audience and the characters by stating: What gives the film much of its force and its mounting sense of queasy uncertainty is its narrative method, which ensures that we know no more about the proceedings than the characters do and that our imaginations play as active and ambiguous a role as theirs (www.chicagoreader.com)



Another critic comments on the ostensible authenticity that contributes to the more acute fear factor: “[…] the video diary form allows no artifice, so that as terror mounts, the dread is infectious” (www.timeout.com). Steve Biodrowski begins his unfavourable review with a statement pointing to the most important feature of such films as Cloverfield: “[d]espite the mostly convincing verisimilitude of the approach […]” (cinefantastiqueonline.com), and only later enumerates the flaws. Even ordinary viewers without any ambitions of becoming film critics seem to share the attitude: “This movie was so realistic, [sic] that it felt kind of weird watching the ‘making of’ featurettes on the DVD” (www.comingsoon.net). One of the defining features of horror for Noël Carroll is the impurity, which enables the genre to evoke certain feelings with which it cannot dispense: fright, disgust, uncertainty, etc. The idea of crossing boundaries 7 is inherent to 53
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the horror genre but it seems that it also permeates the new convention: found footage films, through a careful arrangement of various devices and sometimes even minute suggestions, present themselves as reality, even though they obviously are fiction. Thus, the viewers are encouraged to question the boundary between authenticity and artificiality, reality and fiction. The blurring of such boundaries strengthens the connection between the new form and the whole genre. Endnotes 1. This article is based on a MA thesis The Descendants of The Blair Witch Project written under the supervision of Katarzyna Więckowska at Nicolaus Copernicus University. 2. One might see this as compromising the authenticity in order to present a given truth in the closest possible way. It is the content that is the most important, whereas in mockumentaries the emphasis is put on the style of shooting and production. 3. Found footage films very frequently introduce themes of excess found in the modern media which seem to compromise their ethics and informative value for the sake of being entertaining, e.g. Cannibal Holocaust depicts the deaths of greedy pseudodocumentarians who are ready to set a whole village on fire in order to tape interesting material, while the television crew in Grave Encounters plainly lie in front of the cameras even though they present themselves as truth-seeking, scientific-like professionals. 4. Sometimes such films incorporate various errors on purpose, in order to enhance the mechanism described by Drozdowski, e.g. in Grave Encounters the host frequently makes mistakes while recording his lines for the show which results in subsequent retakes. 5. Please note that the vast majority of found footage films belongs to the horror genre. 6. There is no substantial difference between the form of television news and documentaries, for both use similar devices and serve similar purposes. 7. Carroll relies on the theory of cultural impurity from Impurity and Danger by Mary Douglas who, in short, claims that whenever a cultural boundary between categories is crossed, the feeling of revulsion arises, e.g. some tribes refuse to eat flying squirrel because it is neither a bird, nor a mammal (1966). References Alasuutari, P. (Ed.) 1999. Rethinking The Media Audience. London: SAGE Publications Ltd. Alasuutari, P. 1999. “Cultural Images of the Media,” in: P. Alasuutari (Ed.), 86–104. Baudrillard, J. 1994. Simulacra and Simulation. Michigan: University of Michigan Press.
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CURRENTS, vol.1, no.1 / 2015 Cannibal Holocaust. 1980. Dir. R. Deodato. Cloverfield. 2008. Dir. M. Reeves. Diary of the Dead. 2007. Dir. G.A. Romero. Grave Encounters. 2011. Dir. C. Minihan & S. Ortiz. Man Bites Dog. 1992. Dir. R. Belvaux, A. Bonzel & B. Poelvoorde. Megan Is Missing. 2011. Dir. M. Goi. REC. 2007. Dir. J. Balagueró & P. Plaza. The Amityville Haunting. 2011. Dir. G. Meed. The Blair Witch Project. 1999. Dir. D. Myrick & E. Sánchez. The Exhibit A. 2007. Dir. Dom Rotheroe. The Last Horror Movie. 2003. Dir. J. Richards. The Tunnel. 2011. Dir. C. Ledesma. Abstract The article is aimed at defining and characterising a new film convention that emerged after the immense success of The Blair Witch Project in 1999. Found footage film presents itself as an authentic video material that has been recovered after the death of its authors. The illusion of authenticity is created through various means, from the use of a handheld camera to unparalleled marketing devices. The article not only describes the most important features of the genre, but also places them within the wider scope of cultural studies, i.e. Baudrillardian hyperreality and simulation as well as various notions connected with the modern media, especially television news that are linked to found footage genre both thematically and formally. The articles raises such issues as modern society’s preoccupation with the entertaining factor of the news and its emotional appeal rather than facts, as well as the constant search for authenticity in a world suffused with artificiality and illusion.
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