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5. Grigsby seems unaware of the
self-contradictory relation between
the cholce of a self-reflexively
naturalist style of film making and
a politically committed attitude.
The paradox Is ably demonstrated
in the following quotations: 'l think
that television has a tendency to
swamp many of Its films with
reporters’ questions and with a
commentary, with a result that one
Is never allowed to feel, one iIs
unable to breathe, and one is being
led all the time as an audience; one
Is not being allowed to draw one’s
own conclusion from the material
that Is there In front of you
because the commentator Is there
between you and the subject,
actually telling you what to
think.But it Is important that one
really tries to let people be what
they are, and to come across In a
way they want to come across, and
we as film-makers should not
Impose our attitudes In
commentary or volce-over on other
people. One has to take a side. As
a film-maker one has to Identify
with one situation, one Issue,one
group of people. As a film-maker
you have to take a stand and say,
this Is the film 1 want to make,
these are the situations 1 want to
Identify with, these are the issues
that concern me, and go In a
straight line and do it. So yes, of
course, this Is a political Issue'. In
interview with Jullan Petley (1981).
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unquestionably due to the company's urgent concern to underline the ‘hostile editorial
stance of the programme towards the IRA and its methods' (Windlesham, 1989: 24).

The broadcast media's hypnotic obsession with IRA violence has skewed the terms of
representation in particular ways. Television journalism takes it for granted that Britain
is a disinterested party, acting in the role of honest broker. In this way, protestants and
catholics are cast as morally equivalent, equally anachronistic ‘warring tribes'. The
British state's activity in Ireland is not seen to be an aspect of the problem. Due also to
the overwhelming concentration on republican terror, unionism and loyalism (including
loyalist vioclence) have commanded only the passing interest of British journalism
(Butler, 1991). The attitude towards Gregory Campbell in ‘At the Edge of the Union' is
fairly typical of the syllogistic logic underscoring British coverage of NI: McGuinness is to
blame: Campbell is equivalent to McGuinness: Campbell is also to blame. Increasingly,
since the onset of ‘the Troubles’, this dominant modality elides representation of the
conflict into continual re-runs of the Good (British arbitration), The Bad (Sinn Fein and
the IRA), and (in a supporting role) The Ugly (Paisley et al.).

In current affairs television, as a matter of rote, republicanism is demonized and cast
out. Now and again, however, British broadcasting has (for specific reasons) permitted
an alring of alternative and, occasionally, oppositional perspectives on Ireland. It would
be a mistake to expect these films to be automatically less rigid in their style and
attitude than conventional journalistic material. Indeed, odd as it may seem, for the
most part, British leftist analyses of Ireland have tended to reproduce the dominant
mode of reasoning. The ‘socialist’ syllogism functions as follows: a residual British
‘imperialism’ is the source of the problem: unionists represent (as agents, dupes or
infidels) the colonial legacy; unionism/ loyalism is the problem. From here it Is a short
step to the conclusion that since ‘the cause of labour is the cause of Ireland’ (soclalist
advance is coterminous with nationalist ambition), loyalist working class opposition is
irrational, ill-founded and, as a result, can be seen to be a false consciousness.

A passionate advocate of the rights of ‘oppressed’ minorities, Mike Grigsby is a
documentary film maker of the highest renown. His naturalistic style of directing
sharply illustrates the paradoxical nature of the documentary enterprise. On the one
hand his work is self referentially non-interventionist. It claims (in Griersonian fashion)
to let the material ‘speak for itself(5). The principal guarantee of this supposed veracity
is the indirect manner of filming, the use of especially long long-takes, and static,
tableaux camera set-ups. Yet, at the same time, Grigsby iIs a supremely accomplished
manipulator of the form. He is particularly adept at over dubbing images to stress
preferred meanings. In his film ‘The Silent War' (1990) for C4's documentary series True
Storles, there is a scene centred on the journalistic coverage of the burial of a young
catholic man killed by a plastic baton round in Belfast. Grigsby's camera is situated at a
distance from the tidy council house from which the coffin will soon appear. Milling
around, chatting to one another, is a large contingent of newspaper and broadcast
Journalists, As the pall bearers raise the coffin up, the reporters and photographers
crowd in preventing the cortege from moving off. All the while Grigsby's camera is still,
observing the undignified scramble. The click and whir of automatic cameras is
overwhelmingly loud. The sequence ends on a long-view of the house, deserted now, a
black flag flutters. At this point a tannoy announcement of the departure of the British
Airways flight to London sequels to a shot of the airplane high in the sky, arching off
Into the distance.

‘The Silent War' is a consummate, If repetitive, film-poem, made in a manner strongly
reminiscent of the best work of Humphrey Jennings. The themes and techniques are by
now quite familiar. Without knowing for certain, 1 would be prepared to wager that the
soundtrack of the intrusive cameras has been heightened, much In the way that a
montage sequence in an earlier work ‘Too Long a Sacrifice’ (Central, 1984) opens with
the resounding crunch of a British soldier's boot, disturbing a flock of birds. The point
made by these sound-image montages Is clear enough, in a word, nvasfon. In spite of
the naturalist filming and the conspicuous absence of journalistic codes (especially
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commentary), Grigsby's films are no less directed towards a particular interpretation
than any other cited here. It is arguable, indeed, that because his viewpoint is embedded
in the grammar of the film (at a metalinguistic level, so to speak), the authorlal message
is all the more convincing.

David Fox iIs an Irish documentary film-maker bedded in an ‘anti-treaty’ tradition.
His fllms, like Grigsby's are stylistically indebted to the British documentary films of the
1930s and 40s. And like ‘The Silent War', Fox's ‘Trouble the Calm’ (1989) ably points up
the paradox of documentary realism. Fox Is a plcturist. His work is expertly
crafted.’Trouble the Calm' is organized around a succession of striking visual patterns
and allegories, so much so that the film lacks narrative coherence. His thesis simply
put, is that while the Republic wholeheartedly embraces multinational capital, it ignores
and represses the inheritors of the true republican tradition in contemporary Ireland.
Worse still, in his opinion, the Irish government connives with Britain to extradite re-
publican prisoners to stand trial in NI

One scene, in particular, forcefully demonstrates his attitude and technique. At the
Bodenstown Easter commemoration recalling the heroic deeds of Ireland’s ‘'soldlers of
destiny’, the Taoiseach, Charles Haughey, Is giving the annual oration at the graveside
of Wolfe Tone. Fox has a point to make. All but hidden from view by the assembled
crowd of listeners, Haughey boasts of Ireland’s rapid economic integration into the world
economy. Positioned at considerable distance from the gathering, the camera tracks
around the scene. Though visually diminutive, Haughey's words are clearly audible,
interrupted only by a dull rhythmic thud on the soundtrack. As the speech progresses
and the camera’s graceful arc takes us further away from the scene, there are a series of
cutaways to a gang of labourers digging a grave. They pause, look up, seem to listen for
a second, then continue with their work, apparently unimpressed. The irony of the
sequence is deliclous. Rarely could a metaphor have been more vividly rendered:
‘capitalism is its own gravedigger’. When questioned about the construction of the scene
(at a screening of the film at the University of Ulster at Coleraine), Fox confirmed that
the two sets of actions had not occurred contemporaneously. He only had one camera
operator at his disposal. But this wilful manipulation of the material is not at all
mendacious (his company is called Faction Films). Fox is doing no more than
endeavouring ‘to show things as they really are’, to tell the truth as he sees it. Within the
discourse of documentary realism, where argument ultimately legitimates the formal
presentation of film evidence, the use of this evocative device is therefore perfectly
acceptable as nonfictional representation.

There is, | am suggesting, a detectable undercurrent of syllogistic reasoning in
British attitudes to NI — in the mainstream and alternative reportage — which produces
particular ideological effects. At the periphery, due primarily to the romantic ‘anti-
imperialist’ imagination of a section of the British left, in recent years there have been a
few Independently produced television documentaries presenting a ‘Troops Out' critique
(most recently, Geoff Bell's ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’ (C4, 1992).

In contrast the cause of Ulster Unionism has singularly falled to inspire valorizing
documentary treatments. This is an Intriguing question: why is it that loyalism cannot
excite the passionate advocacy of a political fllm maker of the stature and expertise of
Michael Grigsby or David Fox? The explanation, I think, lies in the peculiar nature of
loyalists' image problem in the British media. The politics of loyalism are not readily
defensible within the limits of contemporary political discourse. Tom Paulin:

If you were to take the cultural cringe factor in terms of Britain's
view of the loyalists ... there is this detestation because it reminds so
many British people of what they thought they had put behind them,
or what they've suppressed under illusions of gentility and decency
... It is important to remember ... loyalism represents ... a kind of
parody of British imperialism. It uses certain imperialist insignia and
it seeks to enshrine the imperialist mission in certain images (6).
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6. Cited In ‘Imagined
Communities’, a television
documentary in C4's off-beat
Without Walls arts strand based on
Benedict Anderson's classie text by
the same name.




7. One of the slogans of the Dziga
Vertov group: ‘The problem is not
to make political films but to make
them politically’ (cited In MacCabe,
1980: 19). I am not suggesting that
Davis (or DBA) shares Godard's
ultra-left avantgardism, only that
the po-faced claims of the
promotional literature to represent
protestants in their ‘true colours’,
may be a double code. It is difficult
to see how a fllm-maker of Davis’s
obvious mastery could not be
conscious of the damning connota-
tions of some of the images in his
film.
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And although there have been a couple of attempts to counter loyalism's generically
negative identification, these have, by and large, tended to be defensive and apologetic
explanations rather than robust political arguments in favour of their case. Sympathetic
treatments of loyalism, even those originating in the local context, tend not to take a
directly political form. Operating from a base within the Independent sector, John T.
Davis has now produced a body of stylish and enigmatic portraits of aspects of the
religion and cultural life of Ulster protestants. ‘Power in the Blood' (1989) was
commissioned for BBC2's prestige arts documentary series Arena. The fllm follows
Vernon Oxford's ‘healing mission' from his home in Franklin, Tennessee to NI. Oxford is
an old-time country singer and fundamentalist preacher. Along the way he ministers to
a huge throng of enthusiastic born-again christians, sings in a loyalist drinking club on
the Shankill road, mixes freely with evangelical street singers on the Eleventh Night (11
July) in Sandy Row, ventures south of the border, where he saves a few souls by means
of the ‘laying on of hands', preaches in Darkley Pentecostal Hall, rounding off with
an emotional visit to his friend, and convicted murder, Wilfle Cummings, at the
Maze Prison.

The film brims with unsettling and strikingly asymmetrical compositions, long takes,
and gazing, indeed voyeuristic, camera movement. The film has no other narration than
Vernon Oxford's conversations, personal reflections, his music, and one or two
informational captions. Whatever message (Intentional or otherwise) the film contains is
conveyed indirectly. On one level, it could reasonably be argued, that by handling them
in a ‘modish, technically perfect way’, the film transforms these troubling incidents ‘into
an object of enjoyment' (Benjamin, 1982: 24), thereby sanitizing their political meaning.
The absence of commentary would seem to confirm, like the dog that would not bark,
that Davis’s film wishes to avoid analyzing the sectarian content of the material by not
addressing it directly.

The suspicion appears to be borne out by the promotional literature. Claiming that
the film faithfully portrays features of protestant working class life routinely ‘under-
represented, if not misrepresented, by the media’, we are told that:

‘Power in the Blood' is a film about them, and the way they look at
the world. It observes them with candour and sympathy; it shows
them in their colours — more various and rich than the standards of
red, white and blue.

Here, yet again, is the realist index, the ambition to reveal the truth. One has to
wonder, though, whether the writer of this description is talking out of the side of his or
her mouth. For despite the ostensible sympathies, the effect of the fllming is anything
but flattering. To take one typical scene, Oxford is preaching to a jam-packed gathering
in what appears to be a converted cinema. Holding a bible close to this face, he repeats
an elementary phrase in the manner of a crude incantation (not unlike the phrasing of a
Van Morrison song). Oxford wears narrow reading glasses. Perspiring heavily, his face is
contorted. He is filmed from an acute low angle, in big close-up. Due to the dim red
theatrical lighting in the hall, and because of the way his glasses — perched low on his
nose reflect the light, his eyes look positively demonic.

As politiclans, photographers and cinema-goers know full well, to position a camera
low beneath a subject Is to Invite connotations of ‘monstrousness’, indicating, at the
least, ‘this is a sinister or dubious character'. I am bound to say that the framing of this
and other scenes do not suggest this film — and even more so its companion piece ‘Dust
on the Bible' (DBA for C4,1980) — is uncritically sympathetic towards Ulster
protestantism. On mature reflection, ‘Power in the Blood' is an ambivalent, double-
coded text; probably deliberately so. Adapting Godard’'s maxim to the discourse of
documentary representations of NI, though not a directly political film-essay, ‘Power in
the Blood' has been made politically, with awareness of the meaningfulness of the
form. (7).
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