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ABSTRACT
This thesis proposes a definition of the 'hybrid' documentary, which is the
contemporary term used to describe non-fiction films which employ a stylised form of
representation of the subjective voice, and may incorporate experimental and self
reflexive modes of production. This exegesis argues that hybrid documentaries integrate
fictional characteristics through the use of formal innovation in performance, design and
mise-en-scene. Hybrid documentary frequently presents voices from the margins of
society, and has been particularly embraced by feminist, queer and avant-garde
filmmakers seeking to invert the position of the subject as victim and establish new
aesthetic possibilities for the documentary. The hybrid form is characterised by highly
original directorial approaches, which may incorporate documentary, structuralist,
media art and performance art practice.
Hybrid documentary is frequently self-reflexive and eclectic, foregrounding its mode of
construction, and revelling in the ironic celebration of quotation, artifice and fantasy. It
is reflective of the definition of hybridity in post-colonial studies and the biological
sciences in that it seeks to artificially fuse disparate and incongruous cultures and
sources into a unified whole. Hybridity questions the existence of‘objectivity* and
fixed definitions of history, culture and identity, instead representing the ‘in-between*
spaces. In this way it can be differentiated from the definition of conventional
documentary as a conveyor of 'truth,’ or, as Nichols proposes, a ‘discourse of sobriety’.
Hybrid documentaries eschew didactic and ‘objective* stylistic features such as the
‘voice of God', unless used ironically, preferring instead to foreground the voice and
perspective of the subject, who may also act as a performer. These documentaries are
frequently informed by the personal experience of the director. Through their self
conscious use of stylisation, they exemplify Sontag's definition of‘life as theatre,’ or, in
Dovey's words ‘documentary...as performance.’
This DCA research project outlines a definition of the hybrid documentary, through
the production of the 52 minute documentary Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life. written,
produced and directed by the author and a written thesis, examining hybridity in
documentary. The exegesis is structured around an analysis of past experiments in
documentary form, an examination of my own short film and video work and the
performance and visual design innovations employed in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life.
v

Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life has achieved a high level of recognition in critical,
broadcast industry and festival contexts, as well as contributing to international
academic debate around hybrid documentary forms. The film has also been well
received by a wide range of audiences. I conclude that hybrid documentary, an eclectic,
subjective and formally inventive genre, is well positioned to adapt to new interactive
and web-based delivery platforms in the future, whilst retaining an influential position
in the broadcast, cable, festival and theatrical media landscape.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis examines the subject of innovation in style and performance in the hybrid
documentary. The DCA work is comprised of the 52 minute hybrid documentary film
Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life and a written exegesis. In the written thesis I critique
previous examples of experimental and innovative non-fiction films in order to propose
a contemporary definition of hybrid documentary. The thesis analyses the influence of
these documentaries on my own filmmaking practice, and the way in which my
personal style has developed from the production of short media artworks to the
extended documentary film Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life.

The hybrid documentary is characterised by highly original and eclectic directorial
approaches. The term 'hybridity' has also been used in the context of cultural and post
colonial studies to 'question what appears natural and complete, to problematize
naturalized boundaries.’ (Kuortti & Nyman 2007, p. 1) Werber suggests that Bakhtin’s
theory of aesthetic or intentional hybridity serves to 'shock, change, challenge,
revitalise or disrupt through deliberate, intended fusions’ and in so doing 'create an
ironic double consciousness.’ (Werber 1997, p. 5) In the biological sciences the term
refers to 'the notion of an organic process of the grafting of diversity into singularity'
(Young 1995, p. 5) and of artificial cross-fertilisation.

In the course of over a century of cinema, the hybrid documentary has been developed
by directors who integrate the seemingly disparate disciplines of documentary, avantgarde, media art and performance art practice. These directors seek to develop new
modes of representation by utilising stylised approaches. The new eclectic documentary
form resembles the biological hybrid which ‘is commonly thought to be a cross between
two different species (botanical or animal).' (Kuortti & Nyman 2007, p. 4) The hybrid
documentary could be characterised by its state of‘in-betweenness' in terms of its
integration of various genres, the location of the film-maker as situated between the
commercial film 'industry’ and art practice and the choice of marginalised subjects.

Chapter 1 will focus on a number of directors, from Vertov and Greenaway, to Ayres
and O'Rourke, who have extended our understanding of documentary form through the
1

creative use of formal structures, performance, design and mise-en-scene. I would like
to contend that hybrid documentary is an appropriate and contemporary term for non
fiction films which integrate fictional characteristics and formal innovation. Previously,
terms such as experimental and self-reflexive have been used to describe the creative
non-fiction film, however, these definitions alone do not necessarily capture the
qualities of performativity, artifice and eclecticism which form the basis of my
examination of the hybrid work.

The thesis will argue that hybrid documentary frequently presents voices from the
margins of society, and has been particularly embraced by feminist, queer and
experimental filmmakers who wish to differentiate their particular perspectives from the
mainstream. Whilst documentary films have traditionally explored issues of social
inequality and injustice, the hybrid film takes this a step further by presenting these
points of view in a highly subjective manner. The films are frequently informed by the
personal experience of the director. Hybrid documentary is self-reflexive, in that it
foregrounds its mode of construction, and revels in the ironic celebration of artifice and
fantasy. In this way it can be differentiated from the definition of documentary as a
conveyor of‘truth,' or, as Nichols proposes, a 'discourse of sobriety' (2001, p. 39).
Chapter 1 concludes that these films are frequently eclectic, a complex interweaving of
disparate influences, media sources, design and performance styles.

My short media artworks exhibit hybrid tendencies in that they utilise a range of film,
video, digital and graphic formats. I will track the development of my personal
directorial style since the early 1990s in Chapter 2, through the analysis of several of
my short film and video works, including Cheap Blonde (1998), Contemporary Case
Studies (2001) and Palermo - 'History' Standing Still (2004). I analyse the hybrid
features of my own work and the ways in which I have integrated avant-garde and
documentary styles, for example, in the use of non-professional social actors, the
integration of found footage and the employment of visual strategies such as split
screen, non-naturalistic colour treatments and stylised production design. The
development and production of the hybrid documentary Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life
is a culmination of my directorial work over the last fifteen years.
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One of the key stylistic features of Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life is the dual role
played by the film's subject, Jabe Babe. She presents her own life as documentary
subject, whilst performing as an actor in numerous fictional roles which reference and
parody a range of representations of women, from giantess and mistress to object of
medical scrutiny. In Chapter 3 I outline my collaborative process with the performing
documentary subject. I examine the medical biographical and popular culture research
which contributed to the scripting, conceptual development and production of the film.
The chapter will examine the representation of Jabe as social and genetic outsider,
dominatrix, medical subject and transgressive woman.

Chapter 4 will focus on the innovative design treatment developed for Jabe Babe - A
Heightened Life. I will present the key visual strands of the film, derived from research
references which include film history, popular story, video art and photography. This
chapter will examine how production design, costume design and model worlds can be
interwoven with observational video material to construct a cinematic work which is
reflective of the creative and irreverent personality of the film's central subject. Jabe
Babe.

Jabe Babe ~ A Heightened Life was originally commissioned by SBS Independent for
screening on SBS Television and joins the emerging body of hybrid documentary work.
The head of SBS Independent at the time, Glenys Rowe, encouraged me to be as
unconventional and innovative as possible, which is a rare and positive invitation for a
director. Rowe had previously worked as a producer of unconventional stylised
documentaries with the director David Caesar. The film was commissioned at a time
when government broadcasters such as SBS were encouraging film-makers to take risks
with their subject matter and visual style, and when bold producers were gaining
positions as commissioning editors within television networks. This represents the
growing acceptance of and search for innovative forms by broadcasters and
commissioning bodies. The film's creative treatment of design and performance
challenges some of the accepted aesthetic conventions of documentary and represents
new theoretical explorations of the hybrid form. This exegesis is a contribution to the
understanding of the theoretical and creative interpretation of hybridity and its
significance in enriching contemporary documentary culture.

3

CHAPTER 1
HYBRID DOCUMENTARY

Introduction

Experimentation with documentary form goes back to the time of early cinema. It is
only relatively recently, however, that documentaries which experiment with
documentary form and with conventions of realism, truth and history have been termed
‘hybrid’. In this chapter I examine the concept of ‘hybrid documentary' and trace some
of the surges of activity around its practice. I reflect on the origins of early cinema and
the early experiments by Vertov and Vigo, as well as the films of contemporary
directors such as Greenaway and Frei and others currently working in the film industries
of Australia, the UK, North America and Europe.

Frequently these maverick directors have emerged from the artworld or the independent
fringes of the ‘film industry' and the subjects from the margins of society. I concentrate
particularly on the way hybrid documentary developed as a response to the paucity of
positive representation of "outsiders' in the context of commercial television
programming. Hybrid documentaries challenge the ideas of‘objectivity’ and "truth' as
presented by experts; rather, the film becomes a space where under-represented groups,
such as women and queer subjects, can articulate their own experiences in a stylised
performative manner. In recent years hybrid documentaries have been commissioned by
broadcasters such as SBS in Australia, Channel 4 in the UK and ZDF/Arte in
France/Germany, which is perhaps an indication that the form is moving from a position
of marginalisation into wider public acceptance, as television and cable networks seek
innovative forms and niche audiences.

It is not possible here to survey all documentary films that have experimented with
form, so I have selected key examples by directors Varda, Greenaway, Citron and
Riggs, which have in turn influenced the films of O’Rourke, Lewis, Ayres and Seidl.
I have focussed on films which employ innovative performance and visual design
strategies. This survey maps some of the territory that has influenced the development
of my own directorial style (discussed in Chapter 2) and the particular documentary
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strategies I have drawn on in developing Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life (discussed in
Chapters 3 and 4).

Before the late 1990s the term 'hybrid', while it was referred to in the film industry, was
rarely used by documentary theorists. In the 1970s it was the term 'experimental' that
was in common usage to describe independent films which challenged mainstream
feature film production models and aesthetics. In Australia, the Australian Film
Commission established the Experimental Film Fund and later the Women's Film Fund
(WFF). Thornley writes that

the WFF was born in the mid-1970s amidst both the renaissance of the
Australian film industry and the second wave of feminism. It was a time
when idealism about a ‘new cinema' and confidence about the possibilities
of transforming society were at their height. (Thornley 1987, p. 61)

Experimental documentaries started to challenge the cultural authority of the
documentary as represented by, for example, the ABC in Australia and the BBC in the
UK. The detached, white male voice of authority, and the elevated status of the 'expert'
commentator, were deemed unrepresentative of the perspectives, perceptions and voices
of large sectors of the community, including women, gays and lesbians and minority
cultural groups. Whilst many documentary films throughout the 20lh century integrated
observational filming techniques with studio reconstruction, performance, animation
and graphic design, it is not until the emergence of new perspectives from
anthropological film-makers in the 1950s, then later feminist, queer and artist film
makers in the 1970s and 1980s that the concept of documentary as an ‘objective' form
was more thoroughly interrogated and documentary moved towards new subjective
forms. This subjectivity also differed from the Direct Cinema movement, as it
challenged the supposed invisibility of the camera and neutrality of the film-maker.

In the 1980s the loose term ‘innovative’ documentary was in usage, for example in the
definition of documentaries commissioned as part of the AFC/ABC Documentary
Fellowship scheme in Australia. A self-reflexive, visually stylised approach,
incorporating performance and design, was embraced by many independent
documentary film-makers, including Citron, Riggs, and Gibson and Lambert.
5

By the time of the development of a theoretical analysis of documentary in the mid
1980s and early 1990s, by writers such as Nichols and Winston, experiments in
documentary production were variously described as 'reflexive’, 'avant-garde', or
‘performative’.

By 2000, theorists such as Marks (2000) were working with a definition of‘hybrid
cinema' in their analyses of intercultural and post-colonial media production.
Marks writes that cultural hybridity,

like the metaphor of genetic mutation from which it draws, is necessarily
unpredictable and uncategorizable... Hybridity does not simply turn the
tables on the colonizing culture: it also puts into question the norms and
knowledges of any culture presented as discrete, whole, and separate.
(Marks 2000, pp. 7-8)

Hybridity reflects a postmodern position where reference is made to a range of
‘histories' rather than a single fixed definition of'history.’ Marks defines hybrid cinema
as a form which merges fiction, documentary, personal and experimental genres and
which incorporates a range of media formats. She adds:
By pushing the limits of any genre, hybrid cinema forces each genre to
explain itself, to forego any transparent relationship to the reality it
represents, and to make evident the knowledge claims on which it is based.
Hybrid cinema is in a position to do archaeology, to dig up the traces that
the dominant culture, and for that matter any fixed cultural identity, would
just as soon forget. One cannot simply contemplate a hybrid (or a work of
hybrid cinema): one cannot help but be implicated in the power relations
upon which it reflects. (Marks 2000, p. 8)

Marks implies that this style requires the viewer to actively participate in the
construction of meaning and to consider the relationship between the film-maker and
the film subject. As with a postmodern perspective, the implication is that ‘history’ is
not stable or fixed in meaning, as reliable truth, but is a subjective and a biased position
presented by the dominant culture.
6

In the context of post-colonial studies Kuortti and Nyman define 'hybrid cultural postcoloniality as a state of in-betweenness constructed in and through historical
processes...(and that) hybridity is a site of transformation and change where fixed
identities based on essentialisms are called into question.' (Kuortti & Nyman 2007,
p. 2-3) The processes of creolization, syncretism and metissage involve the emergence
of new cultural expressions and identities due to the intermingling of diasporic peoples
mobilised by transnational migrations. Bromley writes that the resultant cultural fictions
‘are “borderline" narratives, works of recombination and “hyphenation,” texts of
incomplete signification and hybridity: in-between spaces.' (Bromley 2000, p. 3)
Similarly, new hybrid documentaries began to emerge from the previously disparate
disciplines of fiction and non-fiction as a result of the reinterpretation of previously
fixed concepts of history, race, gender and truth.

In September 2004, Macquarie University (Sydney), in conjunction with the Australian
Film Television and Radio School, hosted the symposium ‘Documentary: The Non
conformists' with the film-makers Hara Kazuo and Brian Hill. The symposium
addressed the intersection of theory and praxis, 'celebrating non-conformity as an
ethical, aesthetic and political choice' (Edwards 2004). Its aim was to provoke debate
amongst contemporary theorists and practitioners about new documentary forms:

Before Michael Moore there was Hara Kazuo, Japan's ‘outlaw filmmaker'.
His films have been described as scandalous. And after 8 Mile there was
Brian Hili's Fellham Sings, a musical documentary set in a prison. Derek
Paget calls these the ‘new hybrids'. Films that challenge our ideas about
what documentary is and can be. (Macquarie University 2004)

Derek Paget (1998) traces the integration of fiction and non-fiction in television
‘docudrama', referencing Corner's (1997) description of the 'inter-generic
hybridization' of television forms. Paget also explores the historical origins of
hybridised documentary forms, such as the ‘semi-documentary’, the mix of fact and
fiction in the 1930s, and the need for Grierson and the GPO Film Unit in the UK ‘to
‘fake-tionalise’ an actuality that was denied to the cumbersome camera and microphone
equipment then available' (Paget 1998, p. 118).
7

Another recent reference to hybridity is in the context of the September 2007
documentary conference ‘Crossing the Line: between Fact and Fiction', organised by
DocHouse UK, in which the new hybrid style of documentary director Nick Broomfield
was analysed. According to the DocHouse website, Broomfield has devised two
projects ‘using non-actors and working with a small documentary crew. In both cases he
cast people who have had similar experiences to the people they play giving the films a
potent authenticity’ (DocHouse 2007).

From the above examples it is evident that there are various interpretations of the term
‘hybrid'. In this thesis, I differentiate ‘hybrid documentaries' from other, related
hybridised television forms such as ‘docu-soap' and ‘Reality TV’ entertainment, as
defined by Roscoe and Flight (2001). I also differentiate hybridity in documentary from
‘docudramas/dramadocs', as defined by Paget (1998), because these are fictional
interpretations of life, inspired by real events and research, rather than films which work
with ‘social actors' and which interweave fictional and documentary strands.

I propose my own understanding of the term, based on the definition of the hybrid as a
mongrel, or ‘anything derived from heterogeneous sources, or composed of elements of
different or incongruous kind.’ (Macquarie Dictionary 1981) The hybrid documentary
sits ‘in-between' established genres, is unfixed, idiosyncratic, and frequently establishes
an internal structure and aesthetic which does not rely on formulaic conventions,
although it may borrow from or ‘quote' other genres such as television comedy and
theatre. In this thesis I will argue that the ‘Hybrid documentary' could be characterised
by the integration of experimental, fiction and documentary modes of production, and
may incorporate production design, social acting and stylised performance, structural
innovation, and a carefully conceived mise-en-scene. The ‘Hybrid documentary’
frequently incorporates a range of sources and recording qualities, foregrounding the
various textural characteristics of film/video and professional/amateur formats.

T he definition of documentary as a neutral and authoritative conveyor of "truth' and
‘fact’ is questioned; the subjective voice replaces the formerly accepted definition of
documentary as an ‘objective' mirror of reality. Hybrid documentaries present in a
stylised manner the voices of individuals previously considered to be on the margins of
8

society. The 'voice of God' is replaced by the voice of the film-maker and/or the
subject, unless used with ironic or parodic intent. These characteristics are illustrated in
Mabardi's observation that ‘Hybridity is a threat to colonial or cultural authority; it
subverts the concept of pure origin or identity of the dominant authority.’ (Mabardi
2000, p. 5)

Hybrid documentaries frequently employ self-reflexive and structuralist approaches in
the way that production and performance techniques are foregrounded rather than
disguised. Realism is eschewed for an increasingly self-conscious, authored style.
Unlike fiction and docudrama formats, hybrid documentaries capture the complex
‘authentic' experiences lived by real subjects, who may also perform in the film, thus
imbuing the work with deeply affecting, profound and unexpected qualities. By
interweaving various methodologies and aesthetics, hybrid documentary incorporates
the strengths of both documentary and fiction forms in a self-conscious act of
recombination. Post-colonial discourse might refer to this as mongrelisation - the
artificial emergence of a single new form from the intersection of disparate cultural and
geographical intluences. As well as absorbing a range of social and cultural influences,
he hybrid documentary erupts from the intersection of the avant-garde, performance art,
fiction and non-fiction genres.

Nichols (2001) argues that the conventional documentary as ‘history lesson' is one of
the ‘discourses of sobriety' - society’s method of speaking about the social and
historical realities of science, economics, medicine, military strategy, foreign policy and
education. ‘An air of sobriety surrounds these discourses because they are seldom
receptive to whim or fantasy, to “make-believe’' characters or imaginary worlds’
(Nichols 2001, p. 39). Hybrid documentary differs from standard television
documentary formats, I suggest, in that it embraces artificiality, fantasy and
subjectivity. Hybrid documentary frequently interrogates and complicates the
relationship between film-maker, audience and subject.

The integration of production and costume design and stylised lighting in hybrid
documentary also differentiates the style from observational documentary or cinema
verile. These relatively new forms, developed in the 1960s with the advent of small
hand-held 16mm synch cameras, are exemplified in the work of directors such as
9

Wiseman and Pennebaker amongst others, and allowed for hand held, synchronous
sound shooting with available light sources. This style of working soon came to
represent the normative 'documentary' methodology. These films eschewed design in
the belief that it was a contrivance at odds with the aims of capturing Truth'. The
filmmaker was considered invisible, and their presence unlikely to be a catalyst in
relation to character behaviour or events. Whilst innovative anthropological filmmakers
such as Rouch acknowledged that a filmmaker's presence may provoke situations and
alter performances, his methodology was for the most part based 'in the field’. Rouch's
exploration of subjectivity and his scepticism of a definitive 'truth' influenced the
hybrid documentary. However the newer form more frequently embraces the potential
for the self-conscious construction of illusion through studio performances involving
the participation of the subject.

In its foregrounding of authorship and rejection and parody of didactic forms of
expository documentary, the hybrid film may combine a number of directorial modes
which include, as defined by Nichols (2001, p. 138), the 'observational’, 'participatory’,
‘reflexive’ and ‘performative’ styles. The hybrid form is by its very nature eclectic,
enabling considerable opportunity for directorial originality, innovation and diversity.
It is therefore not possible to describe a single hybrid aesthetic. However, the hybrid
documentary frequently possesses an ironic, questioning voice, capable of analysing
and scrutinising the political, social and cultural status quo. Sontag's 1964 'Notes on
‘Camp" could be considered useful in the definition of hybrid documentary as a self
conscious, theatrical representation of reality. 'Camp sees everything in quotation
marks. It’s not a lamp but a '‘lamp”; not a woman, but a “woman.” To perceive Camp in
objects and persons is to understand Being-as-Playing-a-Role. It is the farthest
extension, in sensibility, of the metaphor of life as theatre.' (Sontag 1990, p. 280)

In this chapter I will focus on a selection of documentaries which exemplify my
definition of hybrid documentary as a theatrical interpretation of reality. I will examine
the work of a range of directors in order to trace the development of early forms of
innovative actualite as well as the intersection of avant-garde cinema and documentary.
I will then analyse examples of self-reflexive documentary, the feminist critique of the
'objective' gaze, queer perspectives, the documentary subject as performer, the film
maker as performing subject, and the photographer as documentary subject.
10

The First Definitions of Actuality and Fictive Fantasy

From cinema's origins in 1895, a distinction was made between films that dealt with
‘actuality', later to be defined as ‘factual' or ‘documentary' films, and dramatised
‘fiction' films. This difference is most clearly apparent if one contrasts the actualite
films of the Lumiere brothers (L 'arrivee d'un train en gare de La Ciotat [The Arrival of
a Train at La Ciotat] 1895) with the ‘fictive fantasy’ spectacles directed by Georges
Melies (Le Voyage dans la Lune [A Trip to the Moon] 1902). With the Lumieres’
invention of the portable Cinematographe camera-projector-printer, actualite films
could exploit the new possibility of shooting outdoors in the ‘real’ world for the first
time. In contrast, Melies's ‘trick films’, whilst often satirical, were perceived to be a
continuation of the magic lantern and tableaux vivants theatre spectacles from the 19th
century.

These early ‘primitive’ films have some features in common. Both were developed as a
form of spectacle, and audiences were delighted and terrified by the new form of
‘magic'. Shots were relatively self-contained, rather than culminating in complex
narratives. The films were created by true auteurs, who carried out all crew roles and
were constantly innovating, imagining, and inventing new cinematic possibilities.
Cinema was a medium without a history. There were no rules, no genres, no limitations.

Despite the supposed stylistic dichotomy between actualite and film fantasy, some
writers such as O'Donoghue (2004) claim that almost one fifth of Melies’s film output
can be classified as documentary and that he was a pioneer of docudramas and the
advertising film. O'Donoghue writes that Melies started his career producing Lumierestyle actualite films, before he accidentally invented ‘effects’ cinema. According to an
apocryphal story, Melies was filming in the street when he suffered an accidental
camera-jam which led to the first multiple exposure. Perhaps purely by chance, then,
Melies discovered the transformative, magical possibilities of the new medium, which
had the potential to record not only the surface appearance of life but also, as
O'Donoghue puts it, ‘something deeper, darker and more playful: those psychic and
emotional currents no documentary can record.' Having started out producing
conventional realist actualite. Melies soon realised the visual limitations of the form
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and sought to invent an original and fantastical visual style which could fully exploit the
medium's magical potential.

The Early Innovators

From the earliest years film-makers have established innovative visual styles and
employed hybrid techniques. Some have belonged to radical film movements associated
with political upheaval, such as the Russian revolutionary Dziga Vertov (whose
assumed name is the Russian expression for ‘spinning top'); some, such as French film
radical Jean Vigo, have been independent artists, whilst others such as Jean Rouch,
trained in associated fields such as anthropology.

Vertov aimed to incite revolutionary fervour in his early films, his Kino-Pravda ('film
truth') newsreel series being an early form of‘agit-prop’, or agitation propaganda.
French-born Jean Vigo, son of an anarchist, was one of cinema's original and rebellious
voices; he made only four films, struggling all the while on the margins of mainstream
French cinema. Some of the techniques developed by these film-makers and their
contemporaries were subsequently used by the European avant-garde film-makers of the
1920s - Dali, Bunuel, Clair, Richter, Cocteau, Dulac, and others. Techniques included
the intercutting of documentary footage with reconstructed or staged sequences, and the
radical positioning of the camera, using extreme high and low angles for example.
Vertov also utilised in-camera effects and multiple exposures and employed radical
montage editing techniques. In sum, the films of Vertov and Vigo demonstrated
technical and stylistic innovation whilst engaging with political subjects such as social
inequality.

Dziga Vertov (born Denis Kaufman) is perhaps best known for his avant-garde,
rhythmic documentary Man with a Movie Camera (Vertov 1928), edited by his wife
Elizaveta Svilova. A form of'city' film which captures and celebrates a day in the life
of Moscow, its workers and industrial machines, the film transforms reality through the
use of radical camera and editing techniques. Vertov described the camera as a ‘cinema
eye' (kino-glaz), which could create a new language of cinema, divorced from
traditional literary forms, actors, scripts and psychological drama. Man with a Movie
12

Camera was shot by his brother Mikhail Kaufman, whose camera is always mobile, and
the film frequently uses techniques such as split-screen and variable speeds for dramatic
and sometimes ironic effect. Vertov’s intention was to register ‘life caught unawares’,
to capture the lives of social actors in their daily routines. However, he never aimed for
realism - the simple replication of the visible world. On the contrary, the documentary
foregrounds its status as a manufactured artifact and self-reflexively exposes its own
techniques of construction.

Vertov, who is perhaps the key link in the early 20th century between documentary and
the avant-garde, never questioned the subjective nature of the medium. As Gaines
writes:

Vertov had no apparent angst about the nature of “the real”, neither did he
strive for an impossible objectivity, flaunting his subjectivity along with his
politics... [H]e is now revered for the way he has introduced the
experimental into documentary. (Gaines 1999, p. 12)

Vigo's satirical travelogue A propos de Nice (1930) is influenced by Vertov's avantgarde documentary style, having been shot by another of the latter’s brothers, Boris
Kaufman. Filmed with a hidden camera, this dark ‘city' film exposes the contrasts of
excess and poverty in the seaside riviera city of Nice. Images of indolent wealthy
tourists collide with scenes of the hard-working poor. Class inequality is critiqued in the
transformative event of the carnival and in images of lustful excess in the dancehall.

Le Cain (2002) writes of Vigo's ‘ability to capture the natural beauty of a real, non
studio setting and spontaneously elaborate on the impression, transforming the
commonplace into the magical’, as well as his development of a ‘documentary practice
that simultaneously transcended the documentary', employing discontinuous editing
techniques borrowed from Eisenstein's montage theory. Through the use of satire and
radical juxtaposition, Vigo was able to merge realism with formalism, fantasy with
politics. Like Melies, Vigo perceived fantasy as a form of reality. Le Cain references
Kracauer’s comment that Vigo ‘remained faithful to the original documentary ambition
of cinema, to its unique capacity to elucidate fiction and fantasy through the
photographic real.'
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Several decades later the innovative anthropological film-maker Jean Rouch was to
build on this concept, capturing the photographic real using his camera as a provocative
agent rather than detached observer. In several groundbreaking examples of
‘participatory cinema' Rouch fused ‘art and science, (the) real and imaginary,’ (Stoller
1992, p. 47) focussing most of his attentions on the shifting African cultures in Niger
and Ghana from the 1950s. His contemporary, the French ethnographer and writer
Leiris had been fascinated with ‘the contradiction, the clash, between different types of
cultures...he was interested in what he called "hybrid" social and cultural settings.’
(Taylor 2003, p. 138) Rouch developed a style of film-making which blurred ‘the very
cinematic distinction between documentary and fiction film in favor of a more
ethnographic and imaginative integration.' (Feld 2003, p. 17)

In a precurser to the hybrid documentary, Rouch interacted with the ‘Other’ whilst
revealing his own presence as film-maker and inviting the participation of his subjects.
His film Moi, un Noir (Rouch 1959) represents possibly the first subjective
representation of an African man's perspective on his own life amongst the workers,
unemployed, prostitutes and boxers in the empoverished town of Treichville. Rouch
remarks

I realize that for many people, A4oi, un Noir represented something quite new
in cinema, in respect to the relationship between whites and blacks. The film is
really about my discovery of Oumarou Ganda, with whom I strangely became
very close...he was an angry young man like me...We knew there was no easy
solution to the problem of racism - all we could do was to try to share our
dreams in film. Moi, un Noir was the result of an encounter of two people.

Unlike the English functionalist tradition where there was a belief that reality could be
captured ‘objectively’, Rouch positioned himself at the centre of his constructed
psychdramas, as intruder, provocateur. He stated that T prefer not to be a scientist but
to participate.' (Rouch interviewed by Taylor 2003, p. 141) Part of the originality of
this film lies in the limited technology available to Rouch. Post-synchronisation was
required as he was using a mute camera, which resulted in Ganda’s voice being
recorded while he responded to the projected images of his own life being played
before him. Rouch allowed ‘the Africans (to) portray their own imaginary world
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and their own fantasies while being filmed in the context of their own situation.'

He later employed self-reflexive techniques in improvised ethnographic fiction films
such as Lapyramide humaine (Rouch 1958-9), where he foregrounded his methodology
at the start of the film, and disrupted the action midway to engage the participants in a
discussion about their processes as performers.

Rouch established the possibility that the film-makers’s presence could be a catalyst,
and that subjective performance could be merged within a documentary film, whilst
Vigo forged a stylistic bridge between the avant-garde and actualite. Both film-makers
left a lasting impression in screen theory and their films were precursors to the eclectic
character of the hybrid documentary.

Avant-garde Documentary

In A Critical Cinema. MacDonald defines experimental and avant-garde cinema:

[Ijnstead of foregrounding recognizable characters and narratives, the
theoretical [experimental] films foreground the mechanical, chemical,
perceptual, and conceptual structures that underlie the theatrical film
experience in general. (MacDonald 1988, pp. 2-3)

Since the origins of cinema, certain directors have deliberately sought to expose the
technical means whereby documentary 'truth’ is constructed, thereby involving the
audience in the deconstruction of the genre and the representation of the subject. Many
of these directors have been considered radical outsiders, challenging the mainstream in
their film-making style and choice of subject.

Maverick French film-maker Jean Eustache directed a small body of work which
included four fiction films and a handful of stylistically varied documentaries. His
quasi-anthropological documentary Le Cochon [The Pig] (1970) was shot in a single
day, in black and w;hite, with tw7o cameras, recording the slaughter and dismemberment
of a pig and the subsequent preparation of smallgoods from it by French farmers. The
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film records a specific regional practice, and, despite the disturbing imagery, documents
the way of life and distinctive patois of the farmers in a detached yet tender tribute to
manual labour, local tradition and communal food preparation. Rapfogel (2000) notes
that Eustache ‘finds great beauty in a process that follows from the slaughter of a living
being.'

Eustache was critical of the concept of the director as auteur, hence his use of multiple
cameras as unbiased recording devices. He also sought to critique the condescension of
traditional television documentary, avoiding voice-over narration, subtitles, and the
explanation of events or motives.

Several years later, Eustache directed the more experimental but equally transgressive
two-part documentary Une Sale Histoire [A Dirty Story] (1977) which explores the
nature of storytelling, authentic performance and documentary as a record of‘truth'. In
it, Eustache's actor friend Jean Noel-Picq is filmed as he recounts an obscene tale to a
group of his female friends, who sit as quiet, surprisingly passive listeners. The story is
a humorous account of his discovery of a viewing hole from the men's toilet into the
ladies' toilet in the basement of a Paris cafe. T hrough the hole, the male voyeurs can see
the shoes and 'box’ of women as they crouch to urinate. By memorising the shoes, the
men can later identify the women when they return to the cafe upstairs. After Noel-Picq
finishes his animated recollection, Eustache then constructs the second, fictionalised
part of the documentary, by casting actors, who then replicate the characters and the act
of obscene storytelling.
The film is radical in that it records the act of storytelling rather than the imagery the
story evokes. The process of visualisation is left entirely up to the audience's
imagination. The documentary also compares the 'natural' act of delivery with a
rehearsed and scripted reconstruction, thereby analysing the difference between the
spontaneous articulation of lived experience and the pretence of an actor's craft - the
interpretation of a written script.

Eustache directed several films for television, including Les Photos d'Alix [Alix's
Photos] (1980). Like his previous work, this self-reflexive film challenges the audience
to consider the film as constructed artifact. An actress recalls her life by showing her
16

photo album to a young man, played by Eustache's son, Boris. Her voice-over describes
the photographs we see as she flicks through her photo album. All seems true, until a
subtle slippage occurs where her descriptions no longer match the image being shown.
At first, members of the audience may doubt themselves, thinking their own perception
is at fault. As the film progresses, however, it becomes evident that the disjunction
between the image and soundtrack is an intentional ironic manipulation of the footage.
In effect, by the subtle disjunction of‘synch’, the film-maker brings into question the
entire concept of the veracity of the documentary image. This is a joke played by the
film-maker at the expense of the viewers, who are prompted to question their belief that
the filmed image represents a reliable or authentic record of‘truth'.

This film hybrid complicates the concept of the indexical relationship between the
photographic image and the real, an issue taken up by later film-makers such as Peter
Greenaway.

Greenaway and the influence of Structural Film

Peter Greenaway, artist and film-maker, is one of the significant directors who has had
an influence on the development of hybridity in documentary. He has been producing
films in the UK and Europe since the 1970s, and was certainly influenced by the avantgarde and structural film-makers such as Malcolm Le Grice who emerged in the late
1960s. Gidal defines Structural/Materialist film in the following introduction to his
Structural Film Anthology;

Structural/ Materialist film attempts to be non-illusionist. The process of the
film’s making deals with devices that result in demystification or attempted
demystification of the film process... An avant-garde film defined by its
development towards increased materialism and materialist function does not
represent, or document, anything. The dialectic of the film is established in that
space of tension between materialist flatness, grain, light, movement, and the
supposed reality that is represented. The structuring aspects and the attempt to
decipher the structure and anticipate/ recorrect it, to clarify and analyse the
production-process of the specific image at any specific moment, are the root
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concern of Structural/ Materialist film....The usage of the word content so far
has been within the common usage, i.e. representational content. In fact, the real
content is the form, form become content. (Gidal 1976)

Greenaway’s preoccupation with film form is to dominate his oeuvre for the next thirty
years. Influenced by the history of painting, sculpture and architecture, Greenaway’s
non-fiction films, including several made for television, display a sophisticated
integration of documentary, performance and experimental design concepts. They are as
visually rich as the fictional follies of Federico Fellini, as formally provocative as
Godard and the structural avant-garde, and as self-conscious and ironic as the
performative, abject photographic images of Cindy Sherman. Woods comments that, in
Greenaway’s films,

Text...is at once resisted, overwhelmed by the visual, and embraced by a cinema
and mega-cinema which is hybrid but not illustrative or derivative, which seeks
at once to include everything and to be dependent on nothing but itself. (Woods
1996, p. 17)

Greenaway has always acknowledged the cinematic image as artifice, denouncing the
concept of 'realism' with its necessary assumptions about media transparency, dramatic
narratives and emotional identification with character. In challenging conventional
documentary, Greenaway says:

Cinema is least successful when it pretends to be about the real, when it
pretends to offer a slice of life, when it pretends to offer a frame around a
window on the world. When it totally tries to persuade you that it is not
cinema, (quoted in Woods 1996, p. 240)

As a way to foreground the construction of illusion, Greenaway utilises Brechtian
distancing devices, irony, and metaphor. His films are based on ideas and systems,
rather than characters and plots. Dubious and suspicious about the concept of
documentary ‘truth.' Greenaway observes:
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Time and time again - and I had some seven years to observe this, involved
one way and another in what must have been more than a thousand
documentary magazine items and full-length documentaries - I saw half
truths, prefabricated truths, half-lies, reworked truths, statistics swung in
favour of truths, evasions which were tantamount to lies, actors employed to
be members of the public supposedly offering unrehearsed vox-pop, extras
using rehearsed lines written by the researchers, omissions which were
deliberately economic with the truth, reconstituted factions which purported
to be the real event - all being offered as documentary fact... I could see that
some form of transparent honesty would be better offered if there was a
total acceptance of artificiality, (quoted in Woods 1996, pp. 241-2)

Laying bare the apparatus of representation in a quest to undermine the possibility of
certainty and fact, Greenaway's films ironically and consistently construct spurious
taxonomies and methods of scientific classification. His films, writes Pascoe,

offer an inventory of the tools for representation [and show] a consistent concern
for certain recurring themes and ideas - the human body; mortality;
reproduction, both artistic and biological; the problems of illusionism; the need
to create taxonomies, and the obligation, equally pressing, to destroy them.
(Pascoe 1997, p. 21)

Greenaway sets out to parody and undermine the concept of the camera as a detached
apparatus capable of disinterestedly reproducing reality on screen. Informed by his early
years working as an editor in the Central Office of Information, Greenaway's early
experiments in film include the mock-documentary The Falls (1980), a ludicrous
catalogue of falsified biographies of victims of a VUE (Violent Unknown Event).
Greenaway described the film as a total travesty of documentary tradition.

In subsequent documentary films he complicates the concepts of fact and fiction,
subject and performer, reality and artifice. In Act of God: Some Lightning Experiences
1966-1980 (1980) Greenaway employs an 'objective' fixed camera to film a series of
formal, frequently banal interviews with people who have been the random targets of
lightning strikes at some point in their lives. In one case where he did not have access to
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the subject, he films a telephone, accompanied by a recorded interview of the person’s
experience.

This ‘artificial documentary’ simultaneously employs and parodies the hallmarks of the
conventional BBC television documentary, such as the authoritative voice-over,
statistical data and credible evidence. Greenaway’s irony emerges in his self-conscious,
central framing of the social actors, in the serious tone, and in the structural rigour of
the film's editing style which undermines the possibility for empathy with the subjects.
In the interview sequences, the subjects are positioned by the director in various
contexts which sometimes serve to challenge the seriousness of their lightning
experiences. For example, one couple is seated in their garden, behind a showering
sprinkler. As Pascoe writes: ‘To “be framed” (the mise-en-cadre, as Eisenstein puts it,
rather than mise-en-scene) is to be forced into another's structure, a structure that is not
of one's own making’ (Pascoe 1997, p. 74). The rigorous uses of structure and irony are
Greenaway's trademarks as a director, setting him apart from the exponents of
spontaneous Direct Cinema.

Lists of random and meaningless ‘collated statistics’ ironically punctuate the interviews
as the subjects list the time and date of the strike, their height, details of their footwear
and any objects they were in contact with at the time. Greenaway also incorporates
graphics which detail numerous spurious and absurd apocryphal stories of lightning
strikes. Fie mocks the cultural authority and scientific accuracy conventionally
associated with documentary films by highlighting the chaotic, the bizarre and the
arbitrary.

Pascoe writes that Greenaway’s films’

organizing principles - lists, number systems, catalogues, texts - are
designed to offer bizarre and arcane routes through the many artefacts
obsessively displayed in his ‘celluloid museum'; yet these structures also
draw attention to new forms of cinematic expression, new ways of seeing,
alternative enlightenments. (Pascoe 1997, p. 1)
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Greenaway’s Les Morts de la Seine [Death in the Seine] (1988) is influenced by the
repetitive structures which characterise baroque and modernist art and music. Theatrical
in appearance, repetitive in structure, and scientific in its detachment, this film is based
on the morgue records which catalogue 306 dead bodies found in the River Seine after
the French Revolution, between April 1795 and September 1801. Greenaway focuses on
23 deaths, whose causes range from accident, to pregnant teen suicide, to murder. From
the details of recorded facts - the ‘documentary' evidence - Greenaway develops a
visual catalogue of corpses (the '■performance’) filmed with an austere yet intimate
camera.

The documentary contrasts the living and the dead, the wet and the dry, as two morgue
attendants record the personal effects and circumstances of the deceased before cleaning
the bodies in preparation for viewing by relatives or witnesses. In this record of
corporeal excess, Greenaway’s actors, of both genders and of various ages, shapes and
sizes, are required to ‘perform’ as corpses, the dead weight of their naked and flaccid
flesh recorded by a detached, unsentimental lens. Greenaway (2007) writes: ‘It was a
list of death, a catalogue of corpses - incomplete, unfinished - like all catalogues providing findings and statistics which, as always, asked more questions than they
provided answers.’ Woods describes his ‘intense fixation on the body, its physicalities,
embarrassments, pleasures and cruelties, a body displayed within an often selfreferential framework and represented without either "realism’' or idealism' (Woods
1996, p. 15). The film’s tone is simultaneously poignant yet whimsical, punctuated by
the frequently bizarre details contained in the morgue records.
Greenaway employs avant-garde techniques such as animated text, repetitive camera
moves, multi-layering of video images, and a systematic rather than narrative structure.
Flis concern with the image and the meta-image emerges through the construction and
layering of frames within frames. Pascoe writes that Greenaway’s films make
paradoxical demands on the audience, who must undertake ‘several acts of seeing
simultaneously; following maps, say, or reading manuscripts, or looking at ornate
calligraphy on screen while, at the same time, watching a film.’ (Pascoe 1997, p. 33).

Greenaway’s Total artworks’ are a synthesis of performance, music, image, and text.
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He commenced his film career in the late 1970s when the term 'experimental’ was in
common usage and referred to films which foregrounded the processes of production
and the audience's perception of the image. He aimed to collapse the distinctions
between fiction and non-fiction by the self-conscious use of performance, composition
and visual design. His innovative directorial style, irony and eclecticism proved
influential on the next generation of innovative documentary film-makers who began to
emerge in the 1980s, such as Lewis and Caesar. His creative incorporation of
production design in the construction of artifice has also been influential in my own
recent hybrid documentary work Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life.

Feminist Critiques of the ‘Objective’ Gaze

At the same time that directors such as Greenaway were emerging in the 1970s from the
experimental and structural film movements, women film-makers began to emerge as
directors, influenced by the waves of radical feminist consciousness which were
spreading throughout the UK, the US and Australia. Feminist documentary directors
developed experimental film-making strategies in order to differentiate their own
subjective point of view. They made use of self-conscious reflexive strategies in order
to question the formal nature of documentary and to draw attention to the gender of the
director. They sought to differentiate themselves from the didactic, authoritative voice
of the expository documentary and from the detached disengagement required by the
observational mode.
Juhasz refers to the position of Doane, Mellencamp and Williams:

In formulating a notion of a feminist counter-cinema that would counter not
only the stereotypes but also the very language of patriarchy, the British
feminists rejected the cinema verite practices of the first generation of
feminist documentary films. (Juhasz 1999, p. 190)
This rebellious attitude marks the origins of the feminist documentary, which
subsequently began to flourish in other countries such as the US and Australia.
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In 1978 the American film-maker Michelle Citron produced Daughter Rite, which was
groundbreaking in its employment of fiction strategies within documentary. The film
maker deliberately plays with audience expectations by casting professional actors to
play two adult sisters discussing their relationships with their mother. This deliberate
deception of the audience subverts the traditional documentary's claims to authenticity
and truth.

This autobiographical documentary was groundbreaking in its juxtaposition of dramatic
reconstruction and 1950s' 8mm movie footage of the film-maker’s family. The silent
home movies are overlaid with first-person narration drawn from diaries, recollections
of dreams, and personal memory. The film has few of the characteristics of‘objective'
expository documentary. Rather, it explores the highly subjective and perhaps
unreconcilable relationship between the feminist film-maker, her traditional “home
maker' mother, and her sister.

The film alternates between two visual styles. The first is synchronous sound ‘character
improvisations’ in which 'Maggie', the character representing the film-maker, and her
sister ‘Stephanie' discuss their complex and ambivalent relationships with their mother.
Citron explains that the camera work in these ‘fake' reconstructions replicates that of
'the roving, exploring camera of the cinema verite documentary'! 1999, p. 143), whereas
in reality the scenes were scripted and performed to emulate the style of authentic
documentary footage. In one reconstruction the embittered ‘Stephanie’ describes being
raped by her father, and her mother's susbequent denial of the event. In another,
‘Maggie’ discusses the time her mother read her diaries, displaying Maggie's frustration
and her mother’s lack of respect for her daughter's personal privacy. ‘All she saw with
us were her failures... We were not the daughters we were supposed to be' (Daughter
Rite 1978).
The second visual style makes use of an authentic documentary source, home movies,
but these are manipulated with an optical printer to take on the appearance of an
experimental film. Citron writes that 'motions are repeated and slowed down revealing
that which is hidden from the eye at normal speed...the subtle, nonverbal
communication that occurs within families’ (1999, p. 143). The manipulated home
movies are accompanied by a non-synchronous voice-over in which the film-maker
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expresses her anger, disappointment and sadness at the controlling nature, poor
judgement and frustrated dreams of her mother. Citron acknowledges that her mother is
a victim of the morally-conservative patriarchal society of the 1950s, whilst realising
that she too shares some of her mother's negative characteristics, and her fear of
loneliness and depression.

The film concludes with a quotation from Metzger: ‘I imagine my mother seeing this,
feeling the pain, eroding the pleasure. Why do you have to say all this? she asks.'
Daughter Rite reflects 1970s feminism's analysis of 1950s American society. Citron
also poses questions about the formal nature of documentary and the role of the feminist
film-maker:

By growing up to be a filmmaker, do 1 become the Father and thus ascend to a
kind of power? Or do I want to become him simply because I desire to stand
outside the scene - in the space of safety behind the glass wall of the lens, where
1 can't be touched? (Citron 1999, p. 6)

By employing performative and self-reflexive techniques borrowed from the avantgarde, Citron is also posing the central question in non-fiction: Ts there a difference
between narrative fiction truth and documentary truth?' (p. 143).

Nichols comments that, in the reflexive mode, c[r]ealist access to the world, the ability
to provide persuasive evidence, the possibility of indisputable proof, the solemn,
indexical bond between an indexical image and what it represents - all these notions
come under suspicion' (2001 p. 128). By integrating manipulated home movies,
dramatic reconstruction, and production design, this groundbreaking feminist work
contributes to the development of documentary films more recently described by
theorists as hybrid.

The merging of fiction and non-fiction forms had been experimented with earlier by
several Australian feminist film-makers. A Film for Discussion (Thornley & Ansara et
al. 1974) was a docudrama designed to trigger a dialogue around the issues of women,
paid work, and marriage. The style of the film was influenced by social realism, such as
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the work of Ken Loach. It also exhibits avant-garde and documentary characteristics
such as hand-held camera, location shooting, jump cutting and extended shots.

An avant-garde introductory montage sequence in A Film for Discussion juxtaposes
observational footage of feminist marches and women in the workplace, feminist
posters, pop culture references (such as to Marilyn Monroe), women's magazines,
commercials, television white noise, strippers, and literary texts from the early 1970s.
The soundtrack features feminist songs with political lyrics such as ‘hooray for equal
pay, girls, hooray for equal pay...show a little fight girls, show a little fight' mixed with
an increasingly menacing rhythmic drum beat. This opening sequence establishes the
themes explored in the film, such as women's growing unrest in the home and in the
workplace and the fight for gender equality. Drawing on experimental editing
techniques, the hybrid visual style of the film is established before the docudrama
commences.

Performances are largely improvised, the easting a mix of social actors and performers
from Sydney’s New Theatre. “The twenty year old Jeni Thornley, in her first film,
appears not to be “acting”, but rather to be “experiencing" the inner transformation
which was occurring for her generation of women' (Merewether 2003), as feminist
politics filtered into Australian society. This constitutes a 'performance of self, the
external expression of Thornley’s internal psychological struggle and subsequent
breakdown.

Some scenes in the film are stylistic hybrids, dramatised scenes in a documentary
setting. In the dinner party sequence, for example, three members of a real family are
filmed eating dinner in their own house, whilst the two performers join them,
improvising dialogue around the subject of gender roles, marriage and work. The
camerawork is spontaneous, having more in common with cinema verite than with
conventional drama. In this way the film sets a precedent for the exploration of feminist
issues and the merging of fiction and documentary styles in Australian cinema.

There was a debate in the early 1970s as to whether a ‘female aesthetic' could be
defined. We Aim to Please (Nash & Laurie 1976) explored female sexuality and
vulnerability in a violent society, through the playful representation of women's
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eroticism. The scenes, performed by the film-makers themselves in a form of
autobiographical record, are designed for the appreciation of a specifically female
audience. The film interrogates the concept of the 'male gaze' and the capacity for
women to subjectively image their own bodies rather than be objectified through the
voyeuristic perspective of male photographers and film-makers. The film also uses
imagery metaphorically. For example, a watermelon being split and pummelled by a
male hand holding a beer bottle is used as a visual representation of rape. In its time, the
film presented a radical inversion of power, as women began to pick up the camera to
record their own life experiences, bodies, and gender-specific world-views.

In the late 1970s and early 1980s feminist documentary collectives began to make films
about previously hidden subjects such as domestic violence, rape, and incest. These
films embraced avant-garde film techniques as a critique of male violence and in
response to the fallacy of the supposed objectivity and neutrality of the male
documentary gaze. Behind Closed Doors (Lambert & Gibson et al. 1980) exposes the
subject of domestic violence using unconventional stylistic techniques such as optical
printing and colourising and expressive camerawork. The use of a non-synchronous
soundtrack, a feature of experimental cinema, here serves an additional function as it
preserves the anonymity of the film’s subjects, who were victims of abuse.

Behind Closed Doors is characterised by its absence of visual performance. Instead,
audio recordings were made at a Sydney refuge, documenting women's experiences of
domestic violence. These feature on the soundtrack, driving the thematic and emotional
structure of the film. The ironic use of songs such as Going to the Chapel and Here
Comes the Bride helps to establish the film’s critique of romanticised concepts of love
and marriage. Meanwhile, the camera plays a more expressive role, filming a single
bedroom as it is transformed from a cosy, personal space to a chaotic threatening
environment, then back to a calm, ordered, suburban bedroom. By the experimental
intercutting of both colour and black-and-white film stocks, optical printing, hand-held
camera, non-diegetic sound design and jump cutting, the documentary constructs
dramatic tension and the implication of domestic violence, without the use of actors or
performance.
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The documentary concludes w ith an extended static wide shot of the calm, neat
bedroom, implying that the threat of domestic violence lies just below the surface of the
ordered face of suburbia. Behind Closed Doors is innovative in its public exploration of
the personal subject of abuse and its establishment of a feminist perspective through the
use of experimental techniques.

An increasing number of Australian feminist film-makers were active during the 1980s,
and several focussed on experimental forms of documentary. These directors include
Thornley (Maidens 1977), Kostanich (The Selling of the Female Image 1977), and
Bennett (A Song ofAir 1987). Avant-garde film-maker Corinne Cantrill also produced
her experimental photographic autobiography In This Life's Body (1984) during this
period.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the self-reflexive strategies employed by feminist
film-makers - such as non-naturalistic and self-conscious use of performance, and
visual experimentation - coupled with a feminist critique of social and political
subjects, could be said to represent many of the characteristics which fit my
contemporary definition of hybrid documentary.

The Representation of Queer Identity

Just as many feminist documentaries in the 1970s used the body as a site of exploration,
under the mantra The personal is political' gay and queer film-makers in the 1980s
embraced self-conscious performative forms of documentary-making to explore gender
identity and the embodiment of knowledge. T his innovative style was the direct
precursor of what I now refer to as hybrid documentary.

Marlon Riggs's performance-based documentary about black gay male love, Tongues
Untied (1989), is one of a number of documentaries made during the late 1980s and
early 1990s which contributed to the exploration of a ‘queer aesthetic'. Informed by
both the positive and negative experiences of the film-maker himself, the film is
characterised by its incorporation of experimental techniques such as percussive picture
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and sound editing strategies, direct address to camera, poetry readings, re-enactments,
and studio-based performance sequences.

The film frequently works with non-synchronous sound sources and voice-over. The
opening sequence begins with overlaid male voices chanting 'Brother to Brother../
before a single male voice says, 'Now that I have shed shades of nigger, boy... faggot,
queer, gender, blender, blur’, followed by a provocative shot of two black men kissing
on screen. In the 'snap diva' sequence, the film incorporates choreographed
performance with non-diegetic comic strip images, as well as a parody of a training film
(The Institute of Snaplthology). The eclectic interweaving of sources and modes creates
irony in the work, which is occasionally interrupted by disturbing dramatic
reconstructions such as an account of a gay man bashed and left for dead.

The documentary is extremely dense and incorporates performances and readings by a
wide range of gay black artists, writers, rappers, choristers, and dancers. Riggs
constructs rhythmic montage sequences from childhood taunts: ‘faggot’, ‘freak’,
‘homo’, ‘mother fuckin’ coon’, before ironically undercutting the tension by playing the
popular recording The First Time Ever / Saw Your Face by black singer Roberta Flack.
Other songs on the soundtrack, such as Sylvester's Do Ya Wanna Funk?, position the
film firmly in the context of black gay subculture.

Riggs examines racism in the gay scene in California and in the Christian community.
He represents the mute gay male, rendered voiceless and therefore powerless: ‘Your
silence is suicide.' He slowly builds up a sense of black gay male acceptance and
community, incorporating observational footage of dinner parties, nightclubs, protest
marches, and the devastating phenomenon of AIDS. The film concludes with the
graphic titles:
Black

men

loving

Black

men

is

the

revolutionary

act

Enriched by personal testimony and subjective experience, Tongues Untied temporarily
transports the audience into the subjective space of the black gay male. Nichols writes
that credibility and conviction are established when the

28

filmmaker starts with what she or he knows best - family experience - and
extends outward from there. The works also gain a compelling quality thanks to
the intensity with which the filmmaker approaches aspects of his or her own life.
The frankness and intimacy of the approach contrasts quite dramatically with the
aura of detached objectivity that marked more traditional documentaries.
(Nichols 2001, p. 51)

The film's direct, affective quality is primarily achieved by the physical transmission of
Riggs's ideas through the bodies and voices of his creative collaborators, including
direct-to-camera monologues by poet Essex Hemphill, and voice-over montages. The
documentary's stylistic eclecticism supports a tonal range from irony to anger, urgency
and despair, informed by the film-maker’s own experience as a gay black man.

Queer and feminist film-makers, in the authorship of their documentaries, frequently
draw on personal experiences of sexual marginalisation. They develop original visual
and performative strategies which frequently quote from and playfully invert
conventional representations of sexuality and gender . The directors mentioned, such as
Citron, Nash & Laurie and Riggs have succeeded in differentiating their political, social
and sexual experiences by developing new aesthetic and directorial forms of innovative
documentary.

Self-Reflexive Documentary
A number of Australian and international film-makers in the 1980s and 1990s sought to
undermine the authority of the didactic documentary. They sought to subvert and
parody accepted non-fiction conventions and to expose the production process by
employing self-reflexive techniques. Some favoured controlled location shooting and
focussed on performance as enacted in the Teal' world. Others favoured the self
conscious use of directed performance in the studio. These self-reflexive hybrid
documentaries emerged in the 1980s and 1990s when postmodern and postcolonial
theories were making an impact on media forms. The 1980s also saw the emergence, in
many countries, of indigenous media production.
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Tracey Moffatt's Nice Coloured Girls (1987) is a documentary essay which analyses
the white colonial gaze and the power differentials inherent in relations between white
‘captains’ and young urban Aboriginal women. The film moves between two time
zones, 18th century colonial Sydney and late-1980s Kings Cross, exploring the sexual
and financial exploitation and ‘trade* between the men and women. The film juxtaposes
theatrical studio performance, location shooting with actors, and colonial images of the
first white settlements in Sydney, to analyse the imbalance of power between men and
women, white and black. Moffatt utilises experimental conventions such as subtitles to
present the thoughts of the aboriginal w omen, who, historically, have been rendered
voiceless.

Film-maker Dennis O'Rourke also scrutinises the colonial gaze as well as the
interaction between director and subject. In his analysis of power and the image in
Cannibal Tours (1987), O'Rourke subverts the processes of anthropological observation
and European cultural supremacy by ‘photographing the photographer'. He follows a
group of wealthy European tourists on their tour-cruise of Papua New Guinean villages,
wTich were formerly head-hunting cultures before Christian missionaries arrived. He
contrasts the arrogant actions and condescending opinions of the tourists with the
bemused, bitter and forlorn responses of the indigenous villagers, who, when questioned
by the film-maker, struggle to understand their visitors’ motivations: the film gives a
voice to the previously voiceless. O’Rourke implies that even though the missions are
gone, they have been replaced by tourism as the new colonising force. The tourists’
disrespect for the indigenous culture culminates in a distasteful fancy-dress party where
the travellers apply ‘primitive’ make-up and jewellery in a mockery of Papuan
traditions. O'Rourke’s film is a critique of anthropology and its definition of‘the
primitive'. The introduction to his film, presented as a graphic title, reads: ‘There is
nothing so strange, in a strange land, as the stranger who comes to visit it.'

Other documentary directors, such as Errol Morris, successfully strike a balance
between ironic detachment and serious political and social commentary. The Thin Blue
Line (Morris 1987) is a documentary about the murder of a police officer and the
incarceration of Randall Adams, who is convicted of the murder by corrupt police
officers in Texas. The documentary uncovers the processes whereby the police altered
and fabricated evidence to charge the wrong man.
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The film uses a number of standard documentary conventions, such as the ‘talking
head* interview with various subjects including both Adams and David Harris. (Harris
was the other witness to the crime and, the film implies, the real murderer.) Morris
avoids voice-over commentary, instead favouring the ironic juxtaposition of
contradictory accounts, from which he builds an argument to prove Adams's innocence.
The film-maker occasionally speaks off-camera, thereby self-reflexively acknowledging
the interaction and negotiation between director and subject.

The most radical stylistic innovation is Morris’s use of dramatised performance to
represent the contradictory accounts and the ambiguity of memory. These fictional
sequences, professionally shot by a feature film crew, present the multiple points of
view of the murder. The accounts of Adams, Harris and various eye-witnesses are
inconsistent. Morris exploits this by ironically representing the scene as a series of
fictions, which are far from the authoritative evidence normally found in documentary
as a ‘discourse of sobriety’. As Nichols writes:

instead of presenting the reenactment of the murder in the most plausible
manner...Morris reconstructs the event in several highly stylized variations.
In some a Harvey's vanilla malted sails through the night sky in slow
motion before splattering on the asphalt pavement, in others the camera
dwells on the officer's feet rather than his face. In none of them do we
receive a clear indication that David Harris, and Harris alone, committed the
crime. (Nichols 1991, p. 100)

Morris undercuts traditional assumptions about documentary as representing definitive
‘truth' and takes an ethically ambiguous position by representing ironically a serious
crime which involves not only murder but also a man’s long-term incarceration.

Other film-makers also sought a balance between respect for and (gentle) mockery of
their subjects, provoking industry debate about documentary ethics. Mark Lewis's
parodic Cane Toads -An Unnatural History (1987) sought to demonise the cultural
Other, but this time the Other is a non-human subject: the cane toad. Echoing the
absurdity of Greenaway's Act of God, this film draws on the conventions of the formal
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interview, the nature documentary and the horror film to paint a picture of the cane toad
as a menacing threat to society. Like Greenaway, Lewis seeks to foreground the bizarre
and chaotic as a critique of our rational, ordered Western society.

Cane Toads comprises interviews, including a memorable encounter with a patriotic
representative from the local council seeking to erect a cane toad statue, and other
sequences from reality such as a girl who gleefully plays with one of the monstrous
amphibians as a pet. The film is interspersed with artificial staged ‘performances' by
cane toads, which were chilled in food coolers on the film set in order to slow down
their hopping rate. These sequences draw' on horror conventions and a dramatic score to
create an ironic form of suspense. Lewis also draws on drama conventions for the
camera coverage in some sequences, cutting from wide shot to close up in one interview
to imply a state of anger and panic which is absurdly out of proportion to the problem at
hand.
1 would argue that Cane Toads displays hybrid characteristics as it interweaves
performance and interviews involving social actors, with reconstructions and self
consciously composed shots. There is a sense of irony in the film which, Roscoe and
Right (2001) suggest, positions it as a precursor to the development of the mock
documentary form. In this way the film provokes a consideration of the ethical
boundaries of documentary making. At what point does the film-maker's respect for a
subject turn to ridicule, especially through the use of formal composition, props and
framing? This conflict is made clear in the film’s most hilarious interview with a
bookbinder who has tenderly prepared a gift of a cane-toad leather-covered book for the
wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana. As Nichols puts it, Lewis’s

ironic use of authoritative commentary... is a vital clue that [he wants] to
provoke suspicion of documentary conventions themselves more than (he
wants] to persuade us of the validity of their actual representations of the
world. (Nichols 2001, p. 55)

The equal focus on the ‘form* of the film as well as its ‘content' is one of the defining
features of both self-reflexive and hybrid documentary. The term ‘self-reflexive
documentary’ was used w idely in the 1990s and is still in common usage today. This
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form shares many of the attributes of today's hybrid documentary, but there are several
differences. The hybrid film is more likely to juxtapose several directorial modes, such
as the ‘interactive’ and the ‘performative’. Hybrid documentaries are frequently visually
eclectic, incorporating a range of formats and self-conscious quotations from popular
film, music and literary sources. I would argue that the films described previously as
‘self-reflexive’, such as the work of Moffatt and Morris, are stylistic precursers to the
contemporary hybrid documentary.

The Documentary Subject as Performer

One major shift away from the detached observation of Direct Cinema is hybrid film
makers' willingness to participate with their subjects, in a form of creative
collaboration. This differs from the convention in verite documentary where the director
rarely intervenes in proceedings, because to do so is considered unethical. However, it
is widely recognised that most documentary makers '‘direct’ their subjects in one way or
another, positioning them in certain environments, lighting the scene, and conducting
interviews so that the expected answers emerge. In fact, the mise-en-scene can be as
controlled and constructed as in fiction film.
Contemporary Austrian director Ulrich Seidl has explored the intersection of social
acting and choreographed performance in a series of controversial films which include
Animal Love [Tiereische Liebe] (1995), Jesus, You Know [ Jesus, Du Weisst] (2003) and
the feature Dog Days [Hundstage] (2001). In a 1996 interview with the German
magazine taz, Seidl said:

I don’t make any difference between feature films and documentaries.
That’s why the term "staged reality' was coined. That means that people in
my film are non-actors, but sometimes they don't act that way. And that
irritates some people. They want to think and see in tidy categories, (quoted
in Frey 2004)

Audiences of Seidl’s films are frequently made to feel uncomfortable, uncertain as to
whether the images they see are real or fabricated.
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Seidl elevates the mundane and the kitsch, whilst delivering a satirical critique of social
class and culture. In Good News or: Of Paperboys, Dead Dogs, and Other Viennese
[Good News: von Kolporteuren, toten Hunden und anderen Wienern] (1990), Seidl
juxtaposes the squalid lives of southern Asian bachelor migrants, who work as papersellers on the cold streets of Vienna, with the paper’s self-absorbed, middle class, white
consumers. In this early film, he develops his signature camera style, the locked-off
extended wide shot, in which the film subjects participate, sometimes willingly,
sometimes less comfortably. This style is a juxtaposition of Brecht’s
Verfremdungseffekt, a distancing theatrical device, and Bazin’s concept of ‘painterly’
realism in cinema. Frey writes:
Whereas Bazin praised Rossellini’s Paisa (1946) for its depiction of a
staged event in a 'realistic' cinematographic language (long takes, deep
focus), Seidl uses these techniques in his documentary films to achieve the
exact opposite effect - that of a stylised, plastic world. In this sense Seidl is
also working against the contemporary equation - in documentary reportage
as well as in the Dogma [ sic] ’95 cinema - of a shaky camera with the
‘real'. (Frey 2004)

Seidl's frequently static camera serves as a distancing device, the subjects of the film
self-consciously posed for the camera. This technique serves to critique the
sterile lives of the Austrian subjects. Whereas Seidl does not film in the studio, or build
sets, he frequently exploits the kitsch interior landscapes in the homes of his subjects in
Austria's barren conurbations. However, there is a contradiction: the formal framing
strategy would indicate a certain collaboration, intimacy and even affection between the
film-maker and his subjects.
Animal Love [Tiereische Liebe] (Seidl 1995) is a disturbing and provocative portrait of
human isolation in Austria's densely populated yet communally-barren urban
environments, where lonely individuals seek solace by developing unhealthily intimate
relationships with their pets. Seidl has a complex relationship with his socially
marginalised subjects, who ‘perform their own lives’ in their homes yet are obviously
directed and positioned by Seidl for his self-consciously static camera. Seidl is
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simultaneously documenting their loneliness with a sympathetic eye and representing
their desperation by creating grotesque public displays of intimacy, occasionally
bordering on bestiality. The simultaneous display of the grotesque and the intimate
makes for uncomfortable viewing, as the audience grapples with Seidl's ethical position
in relation to his representation of seemingly cooperative, yet frequently disempowered,
subjects.

Jesus, You Know> [Jesus, Du Weisst] (2003) documents Seidl's subjects as they
‘converse out loud’ with God. Seidl eschews the ‘fly-on-the-walf approach in favour of
formally framed shots and the transformation of inner monologue to spoken word. His
working process entails a research period in which he investigates his subjects' lives.
He then constructs a mise-en-scene in which the real subject performs or retells their
personal confessions, sometimes years later. Some of these are disturbing, such as the
woman who seeks advice from God on how to poison her husband.

Rather than filming life ‘as it happens1, Seidl reworks and restages stories by employing
self-conscious representation, thus blurring the boundaries between fiction and non
fiction film, to create a film hybrid. As the normal world and its inhabitants are
transformed into a freakish world of alienated display, the audience is simultaneously
affected by the disempowerment, sadness and dislocation of Seidl's subjects.

Seidl1 s formal self-reflexive approach echoes Australian director David Caesar's
processes of representing the filmed subject in Shoppingtown (Caesar 1987). This film
begins with a black frame accompanied by an audio montage of 17-23 year-old
teenagers describing their ideas about happiness. These responses range from the
materialistic, to the compassionate, to the idealistic. The film then cuts to images of
still, mute teenagers standing in the commercially and socially active context of
Parramatta's Westfield Shoppingtown. They stare into the camera lens as the harsh
sounds of the shopping centre recede. It is clear from their stillness that they have been
directed to perform, or 'self-present1, in this way. The director's specific instructions are
revealed by a title near the end of the film. 'What we want is... like a still photo, but
because it's a moving picture film, you have to stand still...OK?'
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The second part of the film consists of an experimental montage of distorted and re
filmed advertising images, accompanied by lift music and the percussive sounds of cash
registers. In an additional self-reflexive gesture, the final shot of the film is of Caesar
(director), Rasmussen (cameraman) and White (sound recordist) posing for the camera
in the same manner as the shopping mall subjects, before the cameraman approaches the
lens, hand outstretched, to switch the camera off. Then the frame goes black and the
film ends with credits.

Shoppingtown's formal performance strategies, self-conscious foregrounding of the
recording apparatus, acknowledgement of the dialogue between the film-maker and the
subject, and subversion of commercial advertising images, defines it as a hybrid
documentary, incorporating and juxtaposing the ‘poetic', 'participatory', 'reflexive’ and
‘performative' modes, as defined by Nichols (2001, p. 138). Caesar subsequently
directed several other visually-stylised hybrid documentaries such as Bodywork (1988)
and Car Crash (1994).

There have been rare instances of the animated hybrid documentary, such as Dennis
Tupicoff s His Mother's Voice (2004). This film is based on an ABC radio interview
with a grieving mother recounting the death of her teenage son. Tupicoff, like Michelle
Citron, chooses to cast a professional actor to simulate this role, before translating the
resultant live-action video performance into animated visual sequences. The original
radio recording was retained as the film’s soundtrack.
Tupicoff, self-reflexively, repeats the interview twice, working with two animation
styles. The first part of the film illustrates the mother's story in dramatically-saturated
painted animation, and we become witnesses at the scene of her teenage son's death.
The second part of the film represents the dead son's point of view, as the camera
examines the familiar nooks and crannies of the family home, moving from the mother,
through the house to the exterior garden, before returning to the site of the ‘interview’.
The image is ‘rotoscoped' from a live-action 'interview’ reconstruction where the actor
lip-synchs to the original phone recording.
Tupicoff manipulates documentary form in two ways: firstly by repeating the original
radio recording, which formally divides the film into two halves, shifting the film’s
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point of view; and secondly, by using an actor as a stand-in for the original subject.
Despite the detached formal framework, the film’s affective impact is powerful due to
the anguished quality of the mother’s voice.

One of the most radical contemporary directors working with hybrid documentary today
is UK-based film-maker Brian Hill. His original and unexpected documentaries
interweave music, rhythmic readings and song as well as poetry in their depiction of
contemporary British society. Rather than conducting standard interviews, Hill
collaborates with poet Simon Armitage to construct songs based on analyses of
subjects’ speech patterns and stories, gathered during the videoed research process. The
hybrid documentaries then present these ‘real subjects’ communicating their life stories
through the performance of song and verse.

Drinking for England (Hill 1998) lyrically presents the subject of alcohol consumption
and alcoholism, an issue which crosses class and gender boundaries. The documentary
refrains from taking the moral high ground, instead allowing the subjects to creatively
present their own stories in their own words and in a familiar location. Despite the self
conscious style adopted by the film-maker, the film’s pace and affect is carried by the
emotional directness of the social actors and the sense of the authenticity of their
experiences.

Hill's more recent film Fellham Sings (2002) takes the audience into Feltham young
offenders institution, where several youthful male lawbreakers rap and sing to the
camera their tales of injustice, drug addiction, family breakdown and pain. Rather than
profiling them as thieves and petty criminals, the film’s approach allows the audience to
understand the prisoners’ subjective experience and to appreciate their talent and
energy, sadly wasted behind bars.

The contemporary hybrid documentary makes use of a range of performance styles,
from self-presentation in location or studio contexts, through to a more directed, staged
spectacle. In some films the subjects are framed in a manner that highlights their
physical attributes or environment, thus moving away from a realist presentation.
Sometimes the voice of the subject is presented in a synchronised manner, and at other
times it is used in audio montage sequences. From the diverse films examined here, it is
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evident that the hybrid documentary has provided opportunities for the development of
a range of highly original directorial styles and modes of representation. This topic will
be elaborated in Chapter 3 in relation to my treatment of the documentary subject as
performer in Jake Babe - A Heightened Life.

The Film-maker as Performing Subject

From the mid-1980s to the present, a range of directors has embraced a new form of
autobiographical self-presentation. In these hybrid documentaries the film-makers
become active characters in their own films. The films are most commonly shot ‘in the
field' or in domestic spaces rather than in the studio. Ross McElwee's wry Sherman’s
March (1986) typifies this approach. McFlwee's persona self-consciously searches for
love whilst retracing General Sherman's destructive path through the South in the
American Civil War.

Dennis O'Rourke also uses this approach in Good Woman of Bangkok (1991). In this
complex film, which is also a search for the meaning of love, O'Rourke goes to
Bangkok, meets a prostitute named Aoi, and commences a relationship. The film casts a
critical eye on the Western male sexual exploitation of disadvantaged women in
Thailand. However, unlike the didactic, condescending tone of most television
documentaries on the subject, O'Rourke boldly positions himself as the 'client' and
‘lover' in the film, thus implicating himself as yet another privileged white customer: he
positions himself inside the experience, rather than outside it. He describes his films as
'Documentary Fictions', because they self-consciously reveal themselves as constructed
artifacts rather than 'the truth':

Documentary Fiction, as I define it, is a form of cinema which relies on
some of the techniques of the traditional documentary, but which ignores
and then subverts the naturally accepted implications of truth and meaning
which these techniques foster. Documentary Fiction is cinema which feels
like life - and which is taken from real lives - but which, nevertheless,
clearly asserts its own aesthetic - one which is recognisable as being related
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to the fiction film. The authenticity of the film - its ‘truth' is entirely
subjective, (quoted in Berry, Hamilton & Jayamanne 1997, p. 212)

I think that it is critical that both film-makers and film viewers be rid of the
fantasy that a documentary film can be some kind of pure and non
problematic representation of reality, (quoted in Berry, Hamilton &
Jayamanne 1997, p. 212)

O'Rourke concerns himself with the problem of representation and with the means of
articulating the relationship between subject, author, and audience. Like Greenaway,
O'Rourke utilises a formal framework to add a level of complexity to his films, a
process he describes as the ‘re-description’ of observed reality. O'Rourke’s film reveals
its methods of construction: the film’s subject and the camera are frequently viewed
reflected in mirrors; O'Rourke often presents himself through his off-screen voice, in a
dialogue with his prostitute lover. The sadness and feelings of entrapment felt by Aoi,
as by many Thai women, emerge through the film-maker's formal, self-conscious
modes of representation.

There is also an intersection of the autobiographical and the experimental in the work of
numerous video and media artists, including Yoko Ono and Sadie Benning. Benning
commenced her performative and transgressive video diaries at the age of sixteen, when
her father, the experimental film-maker James Benning, gave her a Pixelvision
camcorder. Benning has consistently explored her personal experiences, dreams and
desires, using this ‘lo-fi’ camera to document her emerging lesbian sexuality and her
responses to American society’s homophobia, sexism, violence and racism. Her
youthful voice demonstrates a rebellious ‘bad girl' attitude, which oscillates between
sarcasm, sadness and anger.

The short video works filmed in Benning's bedroom, such as GirlPower (1992), are
creative hybrids, incorporating monologues, theatrical performance, graphic montage,
and the postmodern appropriation of clips from feature films, advertisements and
commercial television. She explores the diverse representations of passive, sexualised
and independent women in the popular media, and the contrast with her own ‘tomboy’
queer identity which is not only under-represented but almost invisible in commercial
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cinema and broadcast arenas. In her analysis of the subject/creator Reynaud (2004)
refers to Godard’s lei et Ailleurs [Here and Elsewhere] (1974) where Godard considers
that “in a world dominated by media, we use the images of others to compose the
signifying chains of our own discourse.' Benning's juxtaposition of a number of images
of famously independent women with anonymous women enables her to distill her own
identity, even if this is shifting and unstable.

Schneider writes of artists’ expression of queer identity, where subjects

engage in the performative, enact identity as mirage, as decoy, as strategy exaggerate, parody, expose and finally abandon unitary notions of identity
altogether. Indeed the impasse at the threshold of identity dreams has begun
to generate inspired inquiries into the engenderment of our illusions and the
performative bases of'nature'. The impasse itself becomes passage, and
“passing’ or 'posing' its operative trope in an emergent line of theoretical
enquiry marked “queer'. (Schneider 1997, p. 45)

Benning’s short autobiographical videos are a precursor to Jonathan Caouette's
Tarnation (2003) over a decade later, where he enacts the development of his queer
identity for the camera. Like Benning’s work, Caouette's video is constructed from a
library of personal, low-resolution home videos, photographs, Super-8 film, answering
machine messages and bizarre 'enactments’, gathered over a nineteen-year period.
Caouette positions himself as the director and the subject, his sense of self fractured and
unstable. His film-making provides a form of self-expression in a life devastated by his
disturbing experiences with his mother, who is wrongly diagnosed with schizophrenia
and subjected to electric shock therapy by her parents. In later years Caouette
subsequently displayed suicidal tendencies.

Caouette describes the project as a ‘living movie', where his family became
“characters’. Assembled using domestic computer equipment and employing software
generated visual effects, the work is visually eclectic and highly original. The use of
personal testimony, merged with bizarre re-enactment, draws a stylistic parallel with
Benning’s efforts to define a personal queer identity by quoting mass media
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representations. The pioneering performative documentaries of Marlon Riggs certainly
set a stylistic precedent for this investigation of gay identity.

By placing themselves at the centre of the documentary, the ‘director as performer'
challenges the detached, 'objective' definition of conventional documentary, removing
the work from the 'discourses of sobriety’. The eccentric, unstable and wry perspectives
are indicative of a highly subjective position. The certainty of the unified ‘self is
denied. Rather, I would argue that the overtly subjective perspective defines the
documentary as a product of process, rather than of definitive conclusion. This is made
possible through the performative potential of the hybrid form.

The Photographer as Documentary Subject

Winston writes that the camera had its origins as a ‘scientific instrument' which could
produce ‘pictorial representation as a mode of scientific evidence' (1995. p. 127). He
notes, however, that pioneering film-makers such as Grierson saw the potential for
creativity to be applied to the use of the camera in the documentary film. David
MacDougall comments in relation to his anthropology of photography Photo Wallahs
(MacDougall & MacDougall 1991), that ‘we wanted to look at photography as a
spectrum of possibilities, to show that photography could be anything from a medium of
the imagination and fantasy to a medium of evidence, and everything inbetween'
(quoted in Pink & Major 1994). Certainly the hybrid documentary draws attention to the
processes of creative representation and to the relationship between the film
maker/photographer and the subject. Several directors have also made films which selfreflexively draw attention to the photographic act and to the photographic apparatus.

Agnes Varda, one of France's most prolific woman film-makers, also worked for many
years as a professional photographer. In her short film Ulysses (1982) Varda revisits a
photograph she took in 1954 of a man. a boy and a dead goat on a beach. Almost thirty
years later, she tracks down the subjects of the photograph, to ask them whether they
have any profound memory of the moment. Unlike Varda, the boy, now a man, has no
recollection whatsoever of the time or place of the photograph. Varda contemplates the

41

mystery of the image, the perception of'self, and the sense that a picture may evoke
memories which have no relationship to the actual content of the composition.
In her digital video essay Les Glaneurs el la glaneuse [The Gleaners and I]1 (2000)
Varda again foregrounds the process of image-making and her fascination with the
discarded fragments and the minutiae of life. The film documents the country and urban
'gleaners’ who scour reaped fields, supermarket rubbish bins and deserted
marketplaces, collecting discarded food and uncovering the abundance available to
scavengers. Varda unearths gems in the refuse, such as a heart-shaped potato. She also
draws a parallel between her own film-making processes of exposing, searching and
uncovering, and the activities of her thrifty subjects. Varda’s documentary essay is also
about the process of aging. She documents the deterioration of her own body, the
wrinkled skin of her hand often serving as a fleshy frame to the video image of the
wider world. Self-reflexively Varda positions herself as both the film-maker and the
aging subject, presenting through her subjective lens a critique of the wastefulness of
contemporary society.

Other film-makers work with professional photographers as their subjects, such as Tony
Ayres in his documentary Sadness: A monologue (1999). Based on the stage
performance by renowned Sydney photographer William Yang, the documentary
incorporates Yang’s autobiographical monologue about his Chinese heritage and his
experience of AIDS in Sydney's gay community. Yang presents his life and experience
as a slide show, augmented by a ‘road trip’ to re-discover his Chinese family in rural
Queensland. Ayres, in turn, employs self-conscious rear-projection, camera and design
techniques which reference the film’s theatrical origins. The film’s affective qualities
are heightened by this use of visual stylisation. The documentary sustains a fine balance
between ironic detachment and immersive melancholia.

Whereas many hybrid documentaries incorporate dramatised performance sequences,
Christian Frei’s 2001 documentary War Photographer (2001) takes an innovative
approach in that it captures the subject of the film, award-winning American photo
journalist James Nachtwey, while he 'performs' his work-role as war photographer.
1 The translation ’loses’ the significance of la glaneuse, which draws attention to the commonalities
between the film-maker and her subjects and between the very acts of gleaning and film-making.
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This documentary draws on the influence of the avant-garde in its self-reflexive
foregrounding of imaging technologies, including the stills camera and the video
camera.

By attaching a video ‘microcam’ to the top of Nachtwey's camera, Frei enables the
audience to enter into the photographic 'act' from the subjective point of view of the
photographer himself. The documentary records the dangerous and traumatic realities of
Nachtwey's daily work routine: photographing war, genocide and extreme poverty in
Ramallah, Bosnia and Indonesia. But perhaps more importantly, by mounting the
microcam on top of the camera, the viewer witnesses and enters into the intimate and
trusting relationship between the photographer and his subjects.
The documentary cuts between 'subjective' video footage from the photographer's
perspective, and ‘objective' shots of Nachtwey at work, captured on digital betacam by
a second cameraman. Likewise, the empathic and shy Nachtwey simultaneously enters
into the emotional reality of his subjects, moving unobtrusively through scenes of abject
horror, and yet distances himself by the formal aesthetic decision-making processes of
framing and composition that are required to create exceptional photographs. Nachtwey
says that his work enabled him to feel 'people’s authentic emotions', his responses
reflecting a personal vision, taking the form of a performative act.
In a way it's a lot like theatre, but instead of being in the audience I
was on the stage, and the script was being written minute by minute as it
went along, and you had to...understand, and anticipate and connect with it
emotionally and intellectually... Those pictures would not have been made
unless I was accepted by the people I was photographing. It’s simply impossible
to photograph moments such as those without the complicity of the people I’m
photographing... I want them to see that I have respect for them and the
situation they're in... I don’t want to move too fast, I don't want to speak too
loudly... 1 want to feel open in my own heart towards them and I want them to
be aware of that. (Nachtwey, quoted in War Photographer 2001)

On several occasions in the film, Nachtwey extends his hand from behind the camera to
shake hands with his subjects. As with the most powerful documentary films, he works
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collaboratively with his subjects - they have an understanding that his presence will
ensure that images of their desperation will be recorded, to reach the outside world.
The final image of the film is of a boy in Kosovo who gazes into the camera lens, a
destroyed city stretching away behind him. He is not a passive victim but an engaged
subject, entering into a form of silent dialogue with both the photographer and the world
beyond.

By merging self-reflexive performance, observational video, interviews and still
photographs, War Photographer contemplates the act of documentary imaging itself.
The film is innovative in that it situates photography as a compassionate performative
act in the context of zones of war and poverty.

The documentaries discussed here self-reflexively draw attention to the performance of
the photographer in the selective act of imagemaking. These processes could be said to
parallel the ethical, emotional, stylistic and intellectual decisions made by the
documentary artist. By drawing attention to the camera and to photographic and video
formats, these films acknowledge the level of selectivity and artifice involved in
documentary images. In this way these hybrid documentaries challenge the presumption
of documentary as a ‘window* onto the world.

The Future Now

As television free-to-air broadcasting is superseded by new platforms for delivering
programmes to the public, it is to be expected that in the future the form of hybrid
documentaries will also change. In recent years independent film-makers have begun to
investigate the use of online delivery platforms, for example pay-per-view and video
streaming. Websites are now the new venue in which to view interactive documentary.
Personal ‘blogs’ have become an alternative to the autobiographical linear documentary.

Ironically, there is still a sustained interest in producing documentary feature films for
theatrical distribution. Therefore theatrical distribution remains a significant alternative
to television as a site for screening new hybrid documentary work. A recent Australian
example is Alec Morgan's Hunt Angels (2006), a biography of maverick film-makers
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Rupert Kathner and Alma Brooks. This film is innovative in its visual style, integrating
interview, archival source material, original film, and performed reconstructions with
professional actors. Hunt Angels is designed using complex digital compositing and
animation, which allows simultaneous visual sources to be layered within a single shot.
The documentary integrates fiction and non-fiction elements, and is a visuallysophisticated hybrid work.

In addition, younger audiences are being drawn to innovative documentary as a result of
the DVD - an interactive format which provides ‘extras' such as out-takes and
interviews with directors and participants. Another recent development is the increasing
use of art galleries as a site for video installations and DVD exhibitions by documentary
artists. For example Turkish artist Kutlug Ataman's extended and ‘amateurishly’ shot
video portraits of contentious characters such as opera divas, transsexual prostitutes and
revolutionaries find a home in galleries, as their length and lack of‘high production
values' would preclude them from broadcast screenings.

Despite the changes in delivery platforms and the increasing level of interactivity, it is
still possible for hybrid documentary directors to sustain a strong personal directorial
vision. One such example is Greenaway’s ongoing online multimedia ‘event' The Tulse
Luper Suitcases, described as a personal history of uranium. Unlike the conventional
linear documentary, this project comprises ‘a series of feature films for the cinema, a
television series, numerous DVDs, a Website, an online internet game, a library of 92
books, and various theatre events, exhibitions and installations' (Greenaway 2007).

The design aesthetic of the work bears Greenaway's signature style of painterly,
multilayered imagery, and the integration of live action, stills photography and graphic
design. The work's form is based on the fact that the atomic number of uranium is 92,
and this determines the structure: 92 suitcases are discovered around the world between
1921 and 2005, the contents of which explain and demystify the life of Tulse Luper.
This is a work conceived for multiple platforms and audiences, to be viewed over a
number of years. It is evident in The Tulse Luper Suitcases that Greenaway’s visual
style remains consistent, as does his ongoing interest in the creative application of new
media technologies.
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It is also evident that characteristics of hybrid documentary are increasingly being
integrated into feature films. The influence of documentary has been apparent since the
1940s Italian neo-realist feature films of Rossellini, and more recently in the work of
Danish Dogme 95 directors von Trier and Vinterberg. However, the creative integration
of fiction and documentary characteristics has been most evident in the feature film
work of Iranian director Kiarostami (Nama-ye Nazdik [Close-Up] 1990) and Berman &
Pulcini (.American Splendor 2003).

The development of new interactive platforms, and the integration of documentary into
feature film, are subjects worthy of further research.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have considered a range of developments in hybrid documentary film
from its origins to the present. Whereas the films have variously been described avantgarde, experimental, innovative and self-reflexive, I contend that they have all
contributed to the form I now define as hybrid documentary.

I have noted that the hybrid documentary is a highly original but stylistically diverse
form, displaying the idiosyncratic personal style of the director as auteur. The hybrid
style eschews the formulaic conventions of television biography and documentary; it
may, however, parody or quote from these forms, in the way that 'drag' parodically
subverts conventional codes of behaviour and gender.

Whereas conventional documentaries disguise their construction and artifice in favour
of ‘the real', hybrid documentaries clearly expose the ‘form’ of the film as well as its
‘content'. This results in a strong directorial originality and presence. Hybrid
documentaries are often informed by the director’s own experiences, and often express
the voice of the outsider. Frequently, hybrid forms are a stylistic representation of the
experience of social, cultural or physical ‘difference’, and, to this end, they use
innovative performance and design strategies, rather than standard narrative constructs.
These documentaries represent alternative experience through eclectic and self
conscious composition, design and editing, where visual style is foregrounded. This
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differs from the stylistic neutrality of the camera frame as a ‘window to the world'
adopted by the observational documentary.

Hybrid documentaries may employ various directorial modes, juxtaposing
‘observational’, ‘interactive', ‘self-reflexive' and ‘performative' stategies, as well as
various media sources. It is not possible to describe a single hybrid aesthetic, because
hybrid documentaries are so varied; however, it may be possible to define the hybrid
documentary ideologically, as an ironic challenge to the cultural superiority and status
quo of so-called conventional western society, heterosexual sexuality and the nuclear
family.

In Chapter 2, I analyse how I have developed a personal aesthetic and directorial
methodology which has been influenced by the avant-garde films and hybrid
documentaries described in this chapter. My short films and videos integrate
experimental, documentary and fiction conventions, and incorporate innovative design
and performance strategies. This hybrid style is further developed in my execution of
the documentary Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life (discussed in Chapters 3 and 4).
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CHAPTER 2
THE DEVELOPMENT OF A PERSONAL DIRECTORIAL STYLE :
HYBRIDITY IN SHORT FILM AND VIDEO
Introduction

In Chapter 1 I outlined a definition of'hybrid' documentary. In this chapter I will
examine the development of my personal directorial style, through an analysis of my
short film and video works from the past fifteen years. These hybrid films have
integrated documentary, experimental and fictional styles, and range from animation,
mock-documentary and film poem, to video art and fiction films. My personal practice
has been informed by Australian and international avant-garde, feminist and structural
cinema, as well as digital and video art My work can be defined by the more
contemporary and inclusive term 'media arfi.1

This chapter will discuss the influence of experimental cinema and media art on my
own work, and the ways in which I use innovative formal structures in my films in
order to communicate ideas about the world from a woman's perspective, as well as to
deconstruct and examine the characteristics of film and television media. In describing
the aesthetic qualities of my short film and video work, 1 will examine the development
of a personal style which has led to the hybrid characteristics found in Jabe Babe - A
Heightened Life.

The development of a working methodology

My interest in hybrid documentary stems from my visual art and design studies at
Sydney College of the Arts, where I was introduced to avant-garde filmmaking and
video art in 1984. I had also become familiar with the groundbreaking Australian
documentaries by Dennis O'Rourke (Cannibal Tours 1987) and Mark Lewis (Cane
Toads 1987) during theatrical seasons of the films in the late 1980s. This was followed
by production design and directing training at the Australian Film Television and Radio
School from 1998 - 1992. This professional training as a designer and director was
augmented by a year spent as an exchange student in Paris, where I was able to absorb a
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wide range of media, ranging from sereenings of 20th century cinema at La
Cinematheque Francaise. through to experimental film, video art and installation at
venues such as the Musee National d’Art Moderne at Centre Georges Pompidou.

In France I familiarised myself with film artists such as Georges Melies, Len Lye,
Oskar Fischinger, Roberto Rossellini, Maya Deren, Bruce Connor, Jean-Luc Godard,
Agnes Varda, Chris Marker, Jean Eustache, David Cronenberg, and Atom Egoyan, as
well as video art practitioners such as Bill Viola, Sadie Benning, Nam June Paik and
Will Wegman.

I consider my body of work to be part of a continuum of structural investigation,
influenced by both Australian and international artists. Kuo Li-Hsin, in a review of my
films for the Women Make Waves retrospective in Taipei in 2003, notes:
As a visual artist. Merewether's feminist perspective is unmistakable. But what
...impresses me most is not her distinctive feminist standpoint, but her capability in
visually depicting all kind of issues, be they societal, cultural, gender, environmental
or linguistic in nature, from that perspective. Feminism, in her words, is no longer a
gesture or a banner, but a perspective [from which] to view the world, to evaluate life
or even a philosophy. (Kuo Li-Hsin 2003, p. 25)
My practice is certainly informed by innovative Australian feminist film-makers such as
Jeni Thornley and Martha Ansara (A Film For Discussion 1974), Sarah Gibson and
Susan Lambert (Behind Closed Doors 1981), Jackie Farkas (The Illustrated Auschwitz
1992), Belinda Chayko (Anatomies 1992) and Tracey Moffatt (Nice Coloured Girls
1987), whose films have been influential in challenging the forms and ideologies of
conventional observational documentary in the period from the 1970s to the present. I
have also been influenced by the formal aesthetic investigations of Australian artists
Paul Winkler (Bondi 1979). Arthur and Corinne Cantrill (Waterfall 1984), David Perry
(Halftone 1966) and the Ubu group, John Gillies (Techno Dumb Show> 1992) and
Graeme Wood (Teenage Babylon 1989).

My work has incorporated media as diverse as 35nim, 16mm, Super 8, digital video and
photographic imagery. My films have largely been self-funded, as they have critiqued
49

the commercial film industry and consequently not been eligible for the higher budgets
available to conventional drama or documentary work. They fit with Edward Small's
definition of experimental films as ‘distinct productions - which typically stand outside
industrial economics, are often quintessential auteur products, and seek structures
beyond the commonplace narratives of fictive features or the almost omnipresent
narration of documentaries' (Small 1994, p. 15).

1 have often played multiple roles as cinematographer, designer, editor, writer, sound
editor and director. This is not to say that I lack the desire or capacity for collaboration,
simply that low' budget, short form works have a potential for sole authorship which is
not possible in longer, high budget films. By working alone, the processes of
spontaneity, chance, and intuition can be used to advantage. In other works, which
require more elaborate studio settings and performance, I have worked with a standard
film crew.

As in other experimental films, such as the dynamically edited assemblage work of
Bruce Connor (Cosmic Ray 1961), my films often incorporate writing and imagery from
popular culture, inverting and subverting the original intention of these textual or
pictorial sources. Despite the wide range of formal experiments and aesthetic qualities
found within my short film works, there is a cohesion in tenns of sensibility and wry
comedic tone. This "bad girl' quality is actually to be found in much feminist
experimental film and video art internationally. Women directors such as Sadie Benning
{Girl Power 1992) explode and parody the representation of the "female' gender in
advertising, commercial cinema and television.I

I have always conceived a new' structure for each film idea, rather than embracing pre
existing stylistic or writing formulas. Some of the films have been shot from a script,
whilst others are shot intuitively and ‘written' in the cutting room, creating a truly
cinematic language by the collision/marriage of image and sound rather than by relying
on literary dramatic structures. Some works such as Cheap Blonde (1998) employ game
structures and humour to explode common assumptions regarding the mass media,
representation, language, gender, history, and social relationships.
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My films self-reflexively foreground form and process, rather than disguise the film
maker’s presence and craft. With an equal balance between form and subject matter,
artistic expression and intellectual analysis take precedence over character-driven
narrative content.

My work makes use of strong design elements, incorporating sets, colourisation, and
on-screen graphics; this is unsurprising considering my training and professional
practice as a production and post-production designer. The films construct illusion
whilst simultaneously exposing or deconstructing that illusion. I have always
recognised that cinematic images are exactly that, images, and do not necessarily have
an indexical relationship to the objects represented. Hence my interest in the use of
highly constructed compositions which have an affective impact on the body of the
audience whilst communicating on a conceptual level.

Language in films and media art can be extended beyond the conventional limits of
script and dialogue. 1 have been interested in incorporating diverse forms of written and
visual texts as design elements in my work, in the form of poetry, comic strips, and
intertitles, often used in counterpoint to the sound track. Often this use of type on-screen
builds a level of irony. For example, in Tourette ’s Tics (1994) images of plates of
(dead) meat are juxtaposed with the sounds of the corresponding (live) farm animals. In
Contemporary Case Studies (2001) comic book images of dominant super-heroines and
terrified heroes appear in the split screen while a character reads Gig Ryan's feminist
poem If I Had a Gun. Here I have constructed the reading of a poetry text within the
overall text of the film, to create a form of quotation.

In the following sections I will examine several of these works, including Surplus
Government Asset (1993), Tourette’s Tics (1994) Cheap Blonde (1998), Contemporary
Case Studies (2001), Short Before the Movie (2003) and Palermo - History' Standing
Still (2004). My short films demonstrate the characteristics of hybridity in that they
merge the formal aesthetic investigations of avant-garde and media art, with
documentary and performance.
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Surplus Government Asset

Surplus Government Asset (1993), my first documentary film essay, examines the fate
of the Sydney Showgrounds site, its architectural and cultural heritage, and the
significance of the Royal Easter Show, a cherished historical icon, in Sydney's
collective cultural memory. The intention of the film was to document this historic site
and its built environment before it was demolished, and to highlight the fact that the
NSW Government was giving away public land at ‘peppercorn rent' to establish Rupert
Murdoch’s Fox Studios. The documentary sought to draw a connection between
ideology and architecture, in that the pavilions represented NSW as a thriving and
respectable colony of the British Empire.

The documentary was completed in 1993, when the debate about the future use of the
Sydney Showgrounds site was still raging, and as community groups such as the
‘Common Defenders’, supported by independent Ministers of Parliament such as
Clover Moore, were proposing alternative uses for the site. The video set out to explore
the cultural relevance of the Royal Easter Show, with its roots in the idealisation of an
Anglo/Celtic model of rural life, which seemed at odds with the diversity of
contemporary multicultural Australia in the 1990s.

Surplus Government Asset was largely shot on colour 16mm reversal film rather than
video, to give a sense of the rich colour saturation and nostalgic feel of the fairground
location and to enable the use of varying camera speeds. As a precursor to my later film
Palermo - ‘History' Standing Still I constructed a simulation of‘archival footage’
using black-and-white Super 8 film, setting up the appearance and mood of‘authentic'
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historic images. As the documentary was made with no budget and I could not afford to
incorporate real archival footage of the Easter Show, I devised this grainy, high contrast
'period look’ to document the historic buildings on the site. The film’s editing weaves
this desolate black-and-white architectural footage with expressive colour material
which captures the energetic human and agricultural activities and heightened sensory
experiences found at the annual showground carnival.

The voice-over in Surplus Government Asset interweaves historical, anecdotal and wry
personal observation to form an extended essay. The perspective and tone of the voice
over shift from scene to scene, moving from ‘objective* third-person narrator of
historical fact to ‘subjective* first-person storyteller, and from seriousness to irony. On
occasion, visual humour is used, such as the formal framing of travelling salesmen
selling trivial domestic products. At other times the documentary juxtaposes
incongruous images with voice-over, such as a cow image with a lewd tale, or cake
decorations with a story about ‘human exhibits' of indigenous American Indians. This
enables the film to document the site whilst questioning the validity of the conservative
and outdated values represented by the Showground event.

Surplus Government Asset moves beyond standard observational documentary
aesthetics in that it uses 16mm and Super 8 filmed images very expressively and
poetically. For example, the documentary employs techniques such as slow motion and
fast motion, non-naturalistic colour grading, camera motion blur, self-conscious framing
strategies, posed performances, and non-synchronous sound design. Whilst these are
features of much experimental cinema, there are also precedents for this more stylised
visual approach in Australian documentary, such as the essay films of John Hughes {All
That is Solid 1988). In a similar way, Surplus Government Asset seeks to extend the
visual and structural possibilities of documentary form.

53

Tourette’s Tics

The process of making Surplus Government Asset made me aware of the constructed
nature of documentary. I therefore decided in my next short film to parody some of the
standard conventions of non-fiction film. I conceived Tourette 's Tics (1994) as a
‘mock-documentary', although that term was not in common usage when the film was
produced in 1994.

A performer dressed in a white coat makes a variety of authentic sounding animal
vocalisations, such as that of a dog, cow, chicken and pig. The film explores the
nervous symptoms brought on by the neurological condition known as Tourette's
syndrome (Robertson & Baron-Cohen 1998), in this case a vocal tic which manifests as
the mimicry of animal sounds. As the film progresses, it becomes obvious that the
‘expert' does not suffer from Tourette’s syndrome but is in fact an actor vocalising life
like animal sounds.

Sigmund Freud claimed, in at least one of his case studies, that his female patient Frau
Emmy von N. was suffering from hysteria (Breuer & Freud 1895), a psychological
problem, whereas it has been proposed that she suffered from Tourette's syndrome, a
neurological disorder (Thornton 1983). The voice-over reveals this information, thus
discrediting Freud's definition of the 'hystericaF female and challenging society’s
perception that unleashed female sexuality can be a threat to social order. In Tourette’s
Tics I transform the condition of hysteria into the ‘hysterical' by juxtaposing absurdist
performance and nonsensical claims with a didactic ‘voice of God' voice-over.
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My influences stemmed as much from the Dada movement and absurdist films such as
Entr'acte (Rene Clair 1924) as they did from expository documentary films made for
television, whose pompous authoritarian tone I hoped to parody.

Avant-garde techniques in Tourette's Tics include deadpan performance (the accurate
mimicry of a range of animal sounds) and the self-reflexive exposure of sound
recording equipment and a (somewhat phallic-looking) microphone, which is tapped by
the performer to ‘synch' the sound. In addition, a percussive form of editing, and the
intercutting of graphic images linked to the animals emulated in the vocalisations,
combine to form an ironic deconstruction of the pathologising of women's bodies. The
film makes use of Eisenstein's technique of intellectual editing, where the ‘degree of
incongruence determines intensity of impression, and determines that tension which
becomes the real element of authentic rhythm' (Eisenstein 1949. p. 50). The film derives
its humour from clashes of imagery and context.

A similar technique of opposing 'objective' medical claims with ‘subjective' experience
is explored in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life. Both films question the authority of the
'white-coated medical expert'. Tourette’s Tics has similarities to the hybrid
documentary form in that it experiments with humour, performance, screen graphics
and a self-conscious visual style, whilst exploring the serious subject of Freud's
misrepresentation of female sexuality.

Cheap Blonde
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As a director I have had a strong interest in analysing popular culture and the 'mass' media
from a feminist perspective. Cheap Blonde (1998) is a minimalist reflexive work which
represents a convergence of film, video and digital technologies, and which deconstructs
concepts such as the male/female gaze, the use of the ubiquitous blonde female in
advertising, and the creation of illusion in cinema. The work could be classified as
‘cinevideo': 'neither film nor video, but rather a complex synergetic interweaving of the two
forms' (Small 1994. p. 63). where electronic and mechanochemical imagery are merged.

The script for Cheap Blonde is constructed from twelve words which are re-assembled
twenty-two times to form different meanings. This (fictional) sentence reads:

A famous filmmaker said, ‘Cinema is the history of men filming women.'

The sentence gives the illusion of authenticity. Is it a statement by Truffaut or perhaps
Godard? Which ‘famous filmmaker'? We can't quite recollect. In fact this familiar sounding
sentence is a fabrication, which resonates in relation to the history of cinema, authorship and
spectatorship. Steve Seid. video curator from the Berkeley Art Museum Pacific Film
Archive noted: ‘When I saw Cheap Blonde I thought we could start each of our screenings
with this commentary on cinema. Cheap Blonde before Bresson, or Shinoda. or Fassbinder,
or Ford, or Wellman' (Seid 1998).

The cascading re-arrangement of a limited palette of single words to create twenty-two new
sentences introduces an innovative scriptwriting concept, which does not rely on character or
narrative structure, but places an emphasis on the construction of meaning. Words are
modular units with no fixed definition. Rather, they alter their meaning in relation to context
and position. Lisa French writes that in the film I take ‘a poststructuralist position, exploring
the pathways to meaning, and how slippery and complex they are’ (French 1999, p. 43). The
work questions the idea of cinematic truth.
The film is based upon a piece of'found footage' sourced from a television equipment trade
show, where it was used to demonstrate blue screen chroma-key equipment. In the footage a
'blonde' woman sits in front of a ‘waterfall’, the ‘wind' blowing through her hair as she
basks in the ‘sunshine'. Lisa French notes that the woman 'flicks back her hair, dips her
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hands in water and smiling, with downcast eyes, invites the voyeur... Cheap Blonde could
be seen as a reflection on spectatorship1 (French 1999, p. 43).

By using techniques such as looping, refilming and replacing the ‘keyed* picturesque
waterfall background with colour bars and abstract noise, the film reveals the composited
image to be an illusion, an artificial electronic construct. The intention of Cheap Blonde is to
reveal the artifice of the filmed image and to demystify the often-used but commonly
concealed techniques used in advertising and broadcasting. The film exposes the unrevealed
power relationship which often occurs in the production of commercial cinema: the ‘passive*
female subject being captured by the lens of the ‘active7 male cinematographer in order to
sell a product.

By repurposing the same piece of footage, the film reveals the divergent intentions of the
experimental film-maker and the commercial producer, and the varied responses to, and uses
of, new technologies in these different arenas. The ‘found* footage is an artefact
appropriated from the SMPTE (Society for Motion Picture and Television Engineers)
television equipment trade show, where, typically, bearded men can be seen testing the focus
of ever new and improved cameras on the sensual lines of suitably flawless models. These
demonstrations raise many questions about the replacement of old technologies with the
new, the relationship of industry to art, and the common and often unchallenged assumption
that men fill the role of image-makers whilst women are the subjects of their observation.

The film opens with the computer-generated voice-over from an unseen ‘narrator1, who,
‘gazing* at the woman basking in front of a waterfall (a supposedly truthful image), observes
her whilst being ‘hidden from view in the mossy grotto, marvelling at this image of
loveliness...this natural beauty1 (Merewether 1998). The use of a computer-generated male
voice sets up a detached and therefore ironic tone, especially since the ‘beauty1 in question
seems cheap, peroxided. and decidedly artificial. Virginia Baxter described the study of this
anonymous actress, ‘a “cheap blonde” who might have fallen out of some shampoo
advertisement1 as ‘every abstract gaze theory you've ever heard made wittily and powerfully
palpable* (Baxter 1998. p. 27).

The film is self-reflexive in that it makes the audience aware of the film as artefact and
exposes its technostructure, for example by using non-synchronous and distorted computer
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generated sound. Cheap Blonde requires audience participation, as its script structure is
similar to a game, with instructions offered to viewers at the start: ‘This is a short study of
the relationship of words and meaning...twelve words rearranged twenty two times’. Baxter
writes that the work is

[cjuriously interactive, seductively simple, [and] lures the audience into
playing along with no hands-on and not a mouse in sight. We are offered an
apparently limited set of images, instructions and a computer generated
voice which switches from male to female. This is a work so constructed
that we laugh as sentences implode and explode like a poetry machine.
(Baxter 1998, p. 27)
The computer-sampled voice-over, which has a surprisingly emotional quality, is ‘male' for
the first half of the film and ‘female' for the second half, thus forming a type of dialogue
between the genders within the film itself. This shift in the gender of the narrator alters our
reading of the meaning of the sentence being spoken, and clearly allows the audience to
consider a shift in point of view. Another layer of reflexive detachment is gained as white
noise occasionally interrupts the voice-over. Here we are reminded of the influence of JeanLuc Godard and his use of disruptive sounds to disturb the mimetic realism of filmed
worlds. This is evident in his early films such as Une Femme est une femme [A Woman is a
Woman] (1961) and Pierrot le Fou [Pierrot Goes Wild] (1965).

The writing and editing structure of the film also recalls Eisenstein's (trans. Leyda 1969, p.
60) transformational school of montage theory, where he states that cinema, constructed
from concrete rather than abstract images, has more in common with language than with
theatre or painting. By using sound and the modular nature of language as major structural
devices. Cheap Blonde questions some key concepts in relation to the nature of cinema.

The textural degradation of video in Cheap Blonde echoes an ongoing exploration by artists
since the minimalist period of the 1970s. The beauty of poor reception, vertical roll-bars and
white noise is foregrounded in a celebration of visual decay. As Cheap Blonde progresses,
and the camera draws very close to the pixellated, saturated image, the broader issues of
gender and representation are subsumed by the mesmerising qualities of electronic agitation
and screen texture.
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As the sentences which form the soundtrack transform, and as individual word units are
reassembled to form new meanings, the visual elements of lines and pixels also rearrange
themselves, to create new abstract images which can be perceived on a sensual level. The
work prompts both a rational (left brain) reading and a visceral (right brain) response from
the audience. The blonde woman flicks her hair, and the viewer is curiously and inexplicably
drawn to the image. On the rational level the audience may deconstruct this image in terms
of female exploitation. On the affective level the mesmerising magnetism of the saturated
chroma, and the hypnotic effect of the looped movement, create a repetitive, almost erotic
rhythm - we too are caught in the act of looking, of desiring, of the thirst for more. These
responses seem contradictory, but they actually highlight the processes involved in both
creating and viewing films - the marriage of the intellectual with the sensual.

These are the powerful responses which advertisers have learnt to manipulate. Avant-garde
film-makers have also consistently explored the power of the image itself, outside the
constructs of character-driven narratives. For example, Malcolm Le Grice's looped,
colourised and refilmed Berlin Horse (1970) and the Cantrills' three-colour-separation film
Waterfall (1984) draw the audience's attention to the processes of perception and the power
of sight itself.

Cheap Blonde's manipulation of the electronically composited image clearly demonstrates
the construction of illusion, which is, for the most part, the business of commercial fiction
cinema and television. The video colours, when refilmed onto celluloid for the final film, are
captured in the photo-chemical emulsion, resulting in a stunningly intense image. This
technique is further explored in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life, where observational video
footage of Jabe is re-filmed (‘kined’), bearing the textural artefacts of the miniature lowresolution monitor. In the tradition of structural cinema, this technique acts self-reflexively
to remind the audience of the presence of the camera in relation to the action - that what
they are watching is an image, not reality.

The film re-assembles the original sentence twenty-two times, concluding with the lines:
A famous filmmaker? “The cinema is historyV' said
men of women filming.
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The famous men? Women of history said
“A filmmaker filming is cinema...”
“The famous of filmmaker is cinema history”,
said filming women. A men.

Is there a suggestion that cinema is dead, or that cinema is on the decline now that women
are becoming directors? Perhaps the film suggests that film-making, and therefore the
power of the camera, can finally be accessible to women as well as men, and that film
making will become democratised and accessible to all in the future.

As a woman film-maker, I have always been acutely aware of the need to analyse the
world from a feminist perspective, and to critique the male-dominated fiction film industry
from this point of view. Other media artists such as Naomi Uman {Removed 1999) have
critiqued forms such as pornographic film by defacing and degrading the image through an
attack on the film’s emulsion. Cheap Blonde addresses gender issues in a direct yet playful
manner, suggesting that experimental structural films need not be less political than
narrative or documentary forms. Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life is similarly playful in its
interweaving of film and video media, quotation from a variety of film genres, self
reflexive strategies and experimental representation of the female subject.

Contemporary Case Studies (As Witnessed From Life)

In terms of visual and performance style, my short film Contemporary Case Studies (As
Witnessed From Life) (2001) also informs the development of Jabe Babe - A
Heightened Life, through the positioning of performances by non-professional actors in
60

highly constructed and artificial studio environments, and through its dark sense of
humour.

Contemporary Case Studies is an ironic and stylised exploration of the romance
struggles encountered by single women in their thirties. The film is constructed from
fourteen 'case studies' in which various scenarios involving the difficulties and
frustrations of relationships between men and women are played out.

In one, a woman ‘comes out' as a heterosexual in a psychotherapy session where she
vents her anger using an inflatable phallic baseball bat. In another scene, a woman has
unhappy encounters with a range of men before paying for sex. In another, two friends
in a kitchen despair about contemporary men. One reads poet Gig Ryan's 1980s tirade
If I Had A Gun, whilst the other, rolling pin in hand, throws scraps of dough to her dog.
These tableaux investigate the sexual and the political in the context of the domestic.

Amy Taubin writes that the film is a ‘tartly funny take on sex and romance, couched as
an old-fashioned training film and updated with split-screens and irreverent
observation’ (Taubin 2001, p. 112). The scenes are filmed as stylised studio-based
tableaux which are modelled on the minimalist style of instructional films and the
starkly lit spaces of furniture and interior design showrooms. My visual concept was to
construct an ‘emotional showroom’, an ersatz world which forms a clinical environment
for scenes of emotional struggle. These showrooms were filmed as theatrical tableaux, a
style which is later deployed in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life.
The script interweaves fictional constructs with non-fiction sequences from real life,
such as observations of conversations, quotations from newspaper ‘Tetters to the Editor'
pages, newspaper articles, poetry and terminology from medical texts on sexuallytransmitted diseases, in what is perhaps a written equivalent to the cutting and pasting
practised by photomontage artists.I
I also utilise the split screen to embed a secondary layer of meaning within each scene
and to create ironic juxtaposition. In Case Study #7 - Veronica Learns that Sex and
Love have always been Unrelated, type elements such as ‘trollop’ and ‘a bit on the side’
represent public scorn of sexually active women. In Case Study #5 - Heather Reads
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Poetry in Order to Relax, the reading of Gig Ryan's poem in the wide-shot is
counterpointed by the integration of comic strip images of worried men and super
heroines in the split-screen area. In other scenes, I experiment with and subvert
conventions of camera coverage by simultaneously presenting a wide-shot and close-up
of the same character, thus leading to overlapping dialogue and intensification of the
drama and humour. On-screen graphics written in a 1950s-style typeface are frequently
displayed on screen, as if from a scientific textbook, to provide a simultaneous textual
commentary on the live action shots.

Contemporary Case Studies is an experimental marriage of fiction and documentary.
The film draws on subject matter from ‘real life’, embracing the emotional vulnerability
and awkwardness of largely untrained actors, whilst employing the stylised design and
mise-en-scene of fiction. Contemporary Case Studies demonstrates a wry sense of
humour and an eclectic, stylized visual treatment. These qualities demonstrate the
establishment of my hybrid directorial style, which is further developed in Jabe Babe A Heightened Life.

Short Before the Movie

Many short experimental films make use of documentary and home movie footage,
often filmed by the director. In this way they have a close relationship with hybrid
documentary, where, frequently, the filmmaker also performs the role of
cinematographer. My film Short Before the Movie (2003,) sets a precedent for Jabe
Babe - A Heightened Life, in that I filmed a significant proportion of the footage, thus
establishing a close rapport with the subject.
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The main difference between the films, however, is the style of editing employed, and
the structure of the works. Short Before the Movie is formalist, non-synchronous and
juxtaposes a range of disparate elements, such as home movie footage, reconstructed
movie trailers and extracts from screenwriting textbooks. Jabe Babe - A Heightened
Life is structured as a character-driven biographical hybrid.

In Short Before the Movie I contrast personal cinema with industrial cinema practices.
My Director's Statement draws the battle-lines, ‘Super 8 home movies vs Cinema
commercials, movie trailers, test screening questionnaires, cliched scripts, and big
budget feature film marketing strategies.' (Merewether 2003) This is a concern shared
by many other avant-garde filmmakers and media artists, who challenge the practices
and economics of the studio-dominated American feature film industry.

The film is based on my own collection of Super 8 home movies shot over a fifteenyear period. The film begins with a graphic title: in 1963, Jonas Mekas wrote that 8mm
home movies would be the folk art of the twentieth century.’ This is based on what he
wrote in '8 mm. Cinema as Folk Art' in his collected journals Rise of the New American
Cinema:

The day is close when...8mm home movie footage will be collected and
appreciated as beautiful folk art, like songs and the lyric poetry that was created
by the people...Blind as we are, it will take us a few more years to see it, but
some people see it already. They see the beauty of the sunsets taken by a Bronx
woman when she passed through the Arizona desert; travelogue footage,
awkward footage that will suddenly sing with an unexpected rapture; the
Brooklyn bridge footage; the Orchard St footage - time is laying a veil of poetry
over them... (Mekas 1972, p. 83)

The visual poetry of personal image-making which film-maker and critic Jonas Mekas
describes is rarely incorporated into contemporary feature films, although it can arise
from time to time in creative, personal documentaries.

Short Before the Movie interweaves extracts from industrial cinema texts such as
Hollywood screenwriting books, movie trailers and test screening questionnaires, which
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are counterpointed against the intimate and personal Super 8 footage. This juxtaposition
drives the film’s central investigation into the contrived and cliched devices used by
commercial cinema, as opposed to the direct emotional truths found in spontaneous
home movies.

In developing the script for Short Before the Movie, I analysed a variety of texts, for
example Linda Seger’s Making a Good Script Great (1987), which is one of a plethora
of Hollywood scriptwriting books that promotes the use of predictable plot structures
such as the 'Hero's Journey'. These script formulas, designed for Hollywood genre
films, are the antithesis of personal film-making, and often divert film-makers from
attentively observing real life, which is possible through the documentary camera lens.
Where are the surprising and poignant moments, the fleeting impressions, the
uncertainties of chance encounters or spontaneous performances which give us the great
moments in fiction, documentary or experimental cinema? It could be argued that the
increasing dominance of the Hollywood model decreases the diversity of styles and
audiences for independently produced films.

Another source referenced and ironically reconstructed as voice-over in Short Before
the Movie is the formulaic style of questionnaire designed for feature film and studio
test screenings, where audiences are invited to rate their responses to actors, plotlines
and conclusions. Whilst often being useful for producers, financiers and distributors,
this process has undermined the autonomy of the director and has further contributed to
the predictability of genre pictures which dominate our cinema screens.

Interwoven with these extracts from screenwriting and test screening questionnaires are
falsified movie trailer soundtracks which I have constructed. Feature films are marketed
to audiences via cinema trailers in which a ubiquitous deep masculine voice describes,
in the most cliched terms, the pre-processed, pre-digested, pre-determined genre
experience of much contemporary cinema. Rather than films being artworks which
communicate ideas about the world, the studio system renders them as mere products in
the marketplace.

Short Before the Movie could be included in Scott MacDonald’s (1988) definition of
experimental or avant-garde cinema. He writes:
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Many if not most of the filmmakers loosely designated by such terms
explicitly and implicitly view the dominant, commercial cinema (and its
sibling, television) not as a competing mode but as a set of culturally
conditioned and accepted approaches to cinema - a cultural text - to be
analysed from within the medium of film itself. One of the goals of these
critical filmmakers has been to place our awareness and acceptance of the
commercial forms and their highly conventionalised modes of
representation into crisis. (MacDonald 1988, p. 1)

Short Before the Movie humorously critiques the commodification of the audience's
commercial cinema experience. It also presents highly personal footage from the film
maker's life. Many documentary films which use this approach structure the ideas into a
film diary, presenting the subjective point of view of the director. For example, in the
highly personal A Song ofAir (Merilee Bennett 1987) the film-maker examines her
relationship with her father, through the interweaving of photographs and home movies.

Short Before the Movie, despite its home movie imagery, differs from the diary film in
that it has a critical rather than personal intention and uses a percussive editing style and
eclectic overlapping script which place it in the genre of experimental film. I treat my
amateurish home movies as generic ‘found footage', in ironic contrast to the slick
industrial cinema practices revealed in the non-synchronous soundtrack and intertitles.
This contrast of scale and budget creates humour in the film.

Home movies are a form of documentary footage in that they are shot in 'real' places,
with ‘real' people, in a spontaneous manner, with little budget, and often by one
individual camera operator, either the amateur, the artist, or the documentary director. If
also playing the role of camera operator, it is possible for a director to become intimate
with the filmed subject. In Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life I use the experience gained
in Short Before the Movie and other films to enable me to shoot a large proportion of
the video footage incorporated into the documentary. For example, I filmed numerous
sequences in which Jabe had medical appointments, revisited her childhood foster
homes, and spent time with friends. I was able to have an interactive relationship with
Jabe during the filming process, just as I shared an intimacy with friends and family in
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gathering the home movie footage for Short Before the Movie. In this way both films
merge experimental and documentary styles, exhibiting a hybrid aesthetic.

Palermo - ‘History ’ Standing Still

In my next short film, Palermo - History' Standing, Still (2004), I also used the Super 8
format, shooting on location in Palermo in 1999. The film is a further development of
the experimental documentary, exploring the construction of‘authenticity’ and 'history'
in non-fiction finis, whilst also examining and ironically reworking the concept of the
‘period' film. The work’s structure comprises eleven one-minute-long chapters, each of
the first ten representing a decade from 1909 through to 1999, the eleventh representing
the undated future of the new millennium. Into eleven minutes, then, is condensed a
century of cinema.

The film begins with a prologue featuring a quote from Lampedusa's The Leopard:
‘...then all will be the same though all will be changed...’ (Lampedusa 1958, p.24). We
are in Palermo, Sicily, highly prized by invaders over the centuries due to its strategic
position in the heart of the Mediterranean Sea. Palermo displays a richly diverse
architecture which mirrors the cultures of the invaders over hundreds of years - from
the Greeks, Phoenicians, Carthegians, Romans, Goths, Vandals, Byzantines, Saracens,
Normans. Germans, French, Spanish and Austrians, to the 'reclaiming' or 'liberating'
forces of Garibaldi. Indeed, many of the walls in Palermo are still damaged from the
battles and bullet holes of the Allies' ascent into southern Europe in the Second World
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War. Many parts of the city are derelict due to age, corruption, the intervention of the
mafia and the emigration of landowners. The varied architectural landscape gives the
city a sense of timelessness, which is the key idea explored in Palermo - ‘History'
Standing Still, namely that moving through this city, we could be anyone, anywhere,
anytime in history.

Just as the photographic image disguises and reforms reality, my camera transforms the
contemporary colour world of Palermo into a crumbling and neglected monochromatic
city. Rather than bearing an indexical relationship to reality. Palermo's highly textured,
unstable, black-and-white Super 8 images create the impression of historicity, whilst in
fact representing falsehoods. The texture of the image becomes the signifier of
‘authenticity', whereas this ‘genuine archival footage' is fabricated by my own filming
process.

Edward Small (1994. p. 33) writes that this approach is a challenge to Bazin's realist/
reproductive/representational school of film theory, which accepts the mimetic realism
captured by the lens and overlooks the distinction between the filmed image and
reality.’ In Palermo - 'History' Standing Still the hand held camera, use of available
light, flash frames, processing imperfections, and a rather indistinct granular quality are
used to mesmerise and transport the viewer, contributing to an impression of age and
degradation at variance with the modern colour reality of the city. Rather than serving
as a mere reflection or record of reality, the film exploits the graphic qualities created
by the celluloid's silver-saturated emulsion to emphasise the grainy, pock-marked stone
surfaces and the shimmering light in the city itself.

The self-reflexive attention to the surface and materiality of the image itself links
Palermo - ‘History' Standing Still to an avant-garde tradition. Arnheim wTites that ‘Art
begins where mechanical reproduction leaves off, where the conditions of
representation serve in some way to mould the object' (1958, p. 55). My film questions
the negative perception that ‘Film cannot be art, for it does nothing but reproduce
reality mechanically’ (Arnheim 1958, p. 17). On the contrary, I have intentionally
exploited characteristics inherent in Super 8 black-and-white film stock to construct a
sense of time and place. The materiality of the stock itself lends meaning to the image.
My aim, far from reproducing contemporary reality, was to construct a false sense of
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reality over a period often decades. As with the optical three-colour-separation
investigations by the Cantrills in their film Waterfall (Corinne & Arthur Cantrill 1984),
which highlight the materiality of film stock, my use of the camera is neither neutral nor
simply a mechanical process to record a mirror image.

Selective framing and composition isolate architectural elements from various historical
periods, creating a fictional journey through the life of a city over a century. Palermo ‘History' Standing Still draws on the audience's knowledge of architecture and history
to read and interpret the images within each individual time period, whereas in fact all
the images were filmed in 1999.

Palermo - ‘History' Standing Still displays hybrid characteristics in its use of self
conscious performance by social actors. In the first chapter of the film, a middle aged
man - a universal ‘everyman’ character - holds a sign displaying the date 1909. The
second chapter of the film, 1919, comprises footage which also has the appearance of
the "real thing', although again we see the same man posing with the sign displaying the
date, so his status as a performer is revealed. All the images are in keeping with the
period, so we have no reason to doubt their veracity, until one image from 1909 repeats:
that of an old woman hanging washing on a line. At this point, the audience is made
aware of the game that I am constructing. This contradictory moment creates humour in
the work. The supposedly genuine shots arc now suspect, as with Eustache's film Les
Photos d'Alix mentioned in the previous chapter. The spectator, in Arnheim's words,
‘must be prepared to turn his [sic] attention to the form, and judge how the [content is]
depicted' (1958, p. 55). The film’s main theme is wryly introduced: whilst some things
in life change over time, others continue in a monotonous and inescapable cycle.

Direct Cinema or cinema verite grew out of a desire to present the ‘truth' to audiences
and a belief that the construction of artifice in cinema, or intervention by film-makers,
was somehow dishonest and would taint the transmission of 'factual' information to the
audience. Although I employ a largely ‘observational' style of shooting in Palermo, it is
the experimental use of picture and sound editing that distinguishes the work from
verite and positions it within the avant-garde. It is through the editing style and episodic
structure that the central concept of the work is truly communicated, and this is also
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where I differ from observational documentary directors who seek to construct events
‘as they really happened'.

In the film, I intercut self-consciously staged performance with footage of architecture
and street-life. The ‘everyman' character, who has the appearance of a 'genuine
Sicilian’, dressed in timeless white shirt and dark trousers, does not change from time
period to time period. Even though the backgrounds and other people who appear in
frame seem historically appropriate, this man remains generic, provoking audiences to
ask, 'Is this ‘'real" documentary footage actually contrived? Who is this man holding the
date sign? Is he a performer being directed? Even though his appearance and dress seem
consistent, did we not see him once before, in 1909? Why doesn't he age over time?’
Perhaps this character works like one of Brecht's ‘alienation devices’, which critique
mimetic realism and encourage audiences to be active in the way that they enter the
illusion then detach from it.

Other shots, such as the two girls fighting in the street, also have a questionable level of
veracity, allowing the audience to ponder whether they are real or whether they are set
up for the camera. This self-reflexive approach is used by other directors mentioned in
Chapter 1, such as Abbas Kiarostami whose film Close-Up [Nama-ye Nazdik] (1990)
problematises the distinctions between 'fact' and 'fiction'. His film interweaves
documentary and fiction footage, and requires real people to 'act' as themselves in
reconstructions. Both Palermo and Close-Up interrogate the boundaries between
performance, social acting, and observation. In my own films, this complex intersection
between documentary and fiction is most apparent in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life
(discussed in Chapter 3).

The subjects selected and the 'observational' manner of shooting have many similarities
to those of documentary film. It is the editing style, however, that transforms the
meaning of the shots, exposing the raw reality of the edit as a construction device rather
than hiding it by conventions of continuity. The repetition of images seeks to reveal the
tricks played by the film-maker in the cutting room, and takes the work into the realm
of the avant-garde. This game of repetition encourages the viewer’s active participation,
bringing to mind Paul Klee's suggestion that 'art does not reproduce wTat we see, it
teaches us how to see’ (Small 1994, p. 50). Likewise, Australian film-makers Corinne
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and Arthur Cantrill have been described by Andrew Pike as 'artists concerned with
seeing, not seeing through an ideology to perceive social and political realities, but
seeing through the eyes, and so to discover the wonders of sight' (Pike 1979). Palermo
seeks to illuminate the nature of cinema and to expose the layers of artifice involved in
its construction.

The cyclical nature of life is reflected in the film's sound design. Each section of the
work is accompanied by the scratching sounds of a wind-up gramophone, as its heavy
steel needle scrapes along the record's grooves. The repetitive glitches and clicks of the
needle moving over the corrugated surface at the beginning and end of the record give a
sense of entrapment, of being caught in the inescapable march of time.

Multiple layers of rhythmic scratching build up to form a sonic environment in which
the audience is encouraged to free-associate with the images. The rhythms are
suggestive of the marching of soldiers in wartime, the heartbeat of a vespa rider in
1979, or perhaps the relentless vibration of the harsh sunlight as it beats down upon the
city. The heavy textural quality of the scratching sounds emulates the coarse granular
structure of the Super 8 footage, again drawing attention to the work's materiality.

In the film's final two chapters, a film crew is seen shooting on location in Palermo.
These self-reflexive shots draw attention to my own act of filming in this historic city.
I film a crew in the act of filming, and tilt up to reveal not the authentic fa9ade of a
building but the reproduced image of that building printed on its exterior plastic skin.
This image echoes my own process of representing the ancient city using the ‘skin* of
celluloid.

The last chapter of the film has no date: it represents that which has been and that which
is to come, the continuing ebb and flow of the seasons and the constancy of the
inhabitants of the city, until the laundry is finally finished, the gramophone record
grinds to a halt, and the film ends. There is a sense, referring back to the introductory
line from the author Lampedusa, that the rhythm of life will continue, despite
modernisation and change, but that each energetic individual life, as well as the film's
short life, will finally be extinguished.
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Palermo - History Standing Still explores the transformational possibilities of editing
whilst working with actuality footage and performance, thus straddling the boundary of
avant-garde and documentary forms. In this way the film demonstrates many features of
the hybrid documentary as defined in the previous chapter.

Critical Analysis

The development of my body of work has not been w ithout challenges. Whilst there are
certain advantages associated w ith the exploration of innovative styles through the
short film, there are also practical limitations. I have been constrained in tenns of
budget, production resources, the capacity to employ professional actors and the ability
to reach a wider audience. Where my projects, for example, Contemporary Case Studies,
had significant requirements in terms of production design and performance, I was
reliant upon a cast and crew willing to work for no wages, the generous donation of a
studio space and camera equipment and lights borrowed from a university.

On a positive note, due to the economic independence of the projects, I have not been
required to modify the film script, endure editorial interference from a broadcaster or
commissioning editor, nor have the lengths of the films been prescribed in any way.
Several of the films have been sold to broadcasters and cable networks after completion
and have not required modification.

After a decade of directing short films and videos, I felt that I had examined and
exhausted many aspects of performance, structure, editing and shooting styles, and was
ready to explore larger social and political subjects, engage with longitudinal stories, and
to collaborate with professional crews to create more visually ambitious films with a
sophisticated mise-en-scene. In a shift away from the strictly avant-garde, I sought to
balance a concern with formal film structure with the 'content' of human experience. It
was time to focus my skills as a writer, director and producer full-time, to raise budgets
and to delegate certain creative responsibilities. This step represented my decision to
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participate in the professional film industry, rather than remaining in the low-budget,
marginalised space of short film production.

Conclusion

Over the last fifteen years I have developed a personal style which involves merging
experimental, fiction and documentary formats to construct media hybrids. The diverse
formats and stylistic approaches apparent in this body of media artwork are ones that I
have deployed in order to express effectively the concept and intention of each work. It
has been possible for me to work as artist/film-maker in the role of‘acollaborative
auteur ’, due to the brevity of the works and their low budget. The works also reflect the
influence of women film-makers, in that I combine gender politics with formal stylistic
investigations.

Most of my films, self-funded because they stand outside the mainstream Australian
film industry, have for over a decade been accepted and embraced by international film,
video, digital art and women's festivals. My films and videos contribute to
contemporary investigations of new film and media forms and the representation of
gender in contemporary culture (see Appendix i - International Profile: The Short Films
and Videos of Janet Merewether).

Jake Babe - A Heightened Life further investigates the thematic and stylistic concerns
raised in my early short-form work. These include the innovative treatment of
performance involving the collaboration with non-professional social actors in location
and studio contexts. Stylistic similarities include self-reflexivity, the eclectic merging of
genres, and investigations of the textural qualities of both film and video. Jake Babe - A
Heightened Life, like the short films, engages with the world from a feminist
perspective, and establishes a similarly wry tone.

However, Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life presented some new challenges. Firstly, my
intention in approaching the long form documentary was to retain stylistic originality
and auteur vision, whilst working collaboratively with a large film crew, and the
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demands of commissioning funding bodies. Secondly, as a biographical documentary,
the film’s structure was based on the establishment of character. I aimed to merge
formalist experimentation with a more conventional approach to the central character's
emotional development and the chronology of her life. My directorial approach in Jabe
Babe - A Heightened Life is grounded in my previous investigations of hybridity, as
reflected in my short film and video work. In Chapter 3 I will investigate innovation in
performance in the hybrid documentary Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life.

Notes
1 The term ‘media art’ is now often used in the context of exhibitions and festivals, instead of
‘experimental’, and is inclusive of artworks generated as film, video, digital formats, interactive and
installation art.
‘ Women Make Waves festival is organised by the Taiwan Women Film/Video Association,
<http://www.wmw.com.tw/>
’ Small references Bazin's theory of the ‘Ontology of the Photographic Image’.
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CHAPTER 3
PERFORMANCE IN HYBRID DOCUMENTARY :
JABE BABE - A HEIGHTENED LIFE

Introduction
It is no longer a simple question of what is and is not “real” - the
documentary has become a performance.
Jon Dovey (2000, p. 10)

In this chapter I will examine subjectivity and performance in the hybrid documentary
form through the example of Jabe Babe ~ A Heightened Life. The chapter will trace my
initial meetings with Jabe Bromhall (aka Jabe Babe) and the way in which her character
informed the research and development of the documentary script and the subsequent
production process.
Innovative hybrid documentaries, as defined in Chapter 1, have been influential in my
short-form work and my development as a film-maker. In making the transition from
directing media art work to hybrid documentary, I had planned a short film project,
Skyscrapers, in the mid 1990s. The concept was to create a very short film about very
tall women. The film would be based around interviews with a range of women, merged
with stylised studio performances. As a tall woman myself, this proposed project had
very personal origins. The film was never made due to funding setbacks; however,
when I met Jabe Babe several years later and invited her to participate in a
documentary, I knew that the themes that I had developed for Skyscrapers could be
expanded upon.

As outlined in Chapter 1, hybrid documentaries frequently draw their ‘outsider' subjects
and innovative style from the cultural margins. This requires a central character who is
willing to participate in an unconventional project. When I approached Jabe I was
confident that her eccentricity, sense of humour, irreverence and dramatic life story
would make the ideal subject for a film. Jabe had lived with the genetic condition
Marfan Syndrome all her life, had open heart surgery at the age of sixteen, and was told
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she was not likely to live past twenty-five years of age. She also worked as a
dominatrix, a choice of career that challenged gender stereotypes.

In a sense Jabe is the perfect hybrid subject. Bhabha has written, in the context of post
colonial studies, that 'the intercultural space where hybrid identity is formed is a space
of in-betweenness and liminalityf a non-fixed identity. This borderline existence is a
product of the 'estranging sense of the relocation of the home and the world - the
unhomeliness - that is the condition of extra-territorial and cross cultural initiations.’
(Bhabha 1994, p. 8-9) Whilst Bhabha is writing of geographical and cultural migrations,
Jabe is also located in a state of in-betweenness. She believes she is the product of a
white mother and an aboriginal father, she has no fixed sense of belonging, family or
home, her physical appearance and sexuality is ambiguous, and she is in a state of
transition between life in the underworld profession of dominatrix to the socially
acceptable nine to five worker. If hybridity can also be seen in the pejorative sense as a
form of bastardisation, then Jabe's unfixed identity and anti-authoritarian position
constitutes the contemporary hybrid subject.

I proceeded to develop a documentary which would do justice to her experiences and
her personal qualities. The film's innovative approach would extend my personal
directorial style and reflect the influence of the work of earlier feminist film-makers.

As discussed in Chapter 1, new performative forms emerged from the avant-garde,
feminist and queer interrogation of the concepts of documentary 'truth' and
‘objectivity.’ From the 1970s and earlier, documentaries which embraced artifice and
performance emerged out of a desire to interrogate the concept of the male gaze, to
present films from alternative perspectives, and to question the central conceit in cinema
verite - the presumed invisibility and gender neutrality of the film-maker, otherwise
described as 'fly on the wall’ film-making. Gaines writes that feminist directors
invented new modes of representation because ‘the particular “truth" of the oppressed
condition of women in patriarchial | sic] society...could not be merely “captured" or
recorded on film or tape but...had to be manufactured or constructed' (1999, p. 10).
This alludes to Claire Johnston's groundbreaking remark from 1975: 'It is idealist
mystification to believe that "truth” can be captured by the camera' (1975, p. 28). This
issue was explored in the work of film-makers such as Citron as well as Nash and
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Laurie in the 1970s. If realism now seemed incapable of representing ‘truth', how could
I, thirty years later, best represent the subjectivity of a female documentary performer,
through my own practice as a woman film-maker?

My interest in both spontaneous and stylised fiction film-making led me to the
conclusion that it was not necessarily a choice between using either the observational or
the performative mode. So 1 embarked on a process to develop a personal style which
could embrace the strengths of both fiction and non-fiction film-making. Whilst not
being wedded to the 'real', and aiming to incorporate humour into the film, I was still
aware that the subject needed to be presented in a respectful manner.

I sought to challenge traditional representations of'femininity' in the film. In 1975
Susan Sontag had written that 'the camp taste for the theatrically feminine [helped]
undermine the credibility of certain stereotyped femininities - by exaggerating them,
but putting them between quotation marks.' (Sontag 1975, p. 40) I was conscious that
by selecting Jabe Babe as subject I could invite her to theatrically interpret various
traditionally ‘feminine' roles as defined in popular culture. Her sexually ambiguous
body, which clearly manifested the characteristics of Marfan Syndrome was tall,
unusually shaped, open for transformation and defied the socially acceptable feminine
stereotype. Moore (1995) w rites of the ‘decentred postmodern subject', in an age when
theorists have contemplated the disintegration of a standard concept of the female body.
She writes that 'bodies of all genders and sexualities are pressed, under current cultural
conditions, to expose their distance from the Cartesian fantasy of the bounded,
knowable, normative body' (p. 104). I decided to construct a film which examined
Jabe's difference, whilst allowing her strong subjective viewpoint to drive the
storytelling process.

Meeting Jabe Babe

When I met Jabe in the year 1999 through mutual friends, I found that this young
woman embodied many of the concepts and stories that I had been interested in
exploring in the Skyscrapers project. My first encounter was at the Cornucopia Club at
Sydney University, on the night of the sleaze ball. Jabe strode onto the dance-floor with
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a group of her larger-than-life transvestite friends, creating a strong impact as she
towered above the crowd. She was an unclassifiable creature - she seemed too tall to be
a woman, measuring around 6' 1" with heels, and yet too delicate in her features to be a
standard issue ‘trannyf 1 realised that she was definitely a woman but enjoyed the
attention she attracted through her queer persona and fetish wear.

Soon after this encounter, I met Jabe again at a party. We finally had a chance to
introduce ourselves, and I asked her how tall she was. She replied, 'I'm 6’2”, and still
growing.’ She also said she was sick of strangers constantly walking up to her asking if
she played basketball. I could hardly imagine anything less likely - Jabe: pale, gothic,
willowy, with pencilled eyebrows, and the least likely person to be an athlete. I also
noticed that Jabe had extended Nosferatu-like hands, and her fingers were
extraordinarily long and slender. These she highlighted with an abundance of silver
rings and red-painted nails.

Observing her height and proportions, 1 asked Jabe whether she had Marfan Syndrome.
She was very surprised that I recognised her medical condition. 1 knew' a lot about
Marfan Syndrome, as my uncle had suffered from the same genetic connective tissue
disorder. One of the most common but least publicly known genetic illnesses, skeletal
abnormalities include a long and slender stature, chest deformities (pectus excavatum or
pectus carinatum), arachnodactyly or ’spider fingers’, excessive length of arm,
hyperextensible joints, and a high arched palate. Other features of the disorder may
include lens and retinal detachment, foot deformities and heart problems, especially the
dilatation of the ascending aorta. Though mostly hereditary, many people suffering from
Marfan Syndrome are unaware of their condition, and are at risk of early death from
heart problems such as mitral valve prolapse and aortic dissection if left undiagnosed.
Jabe was shocked and relieved to find somebody who understood her situation. I
understood that the most dangerous thing about Marfan Syndrome was the risk of death
through aortic aneurism. She explained that she had had open heart surgery at the age of
sixteen, and showed me the long scar on her chest. She also joked that the loud ticking
of the artificial valve that they had inserted could be heard by people across the room. 'I
tick like a clock. I'm always attracting crazy people and schizophrenics. They go insane
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looking for the ticking, especially in cinemas, and I have to say, ‘it's only me! It's my
heart”.'

Jabe was a creative and unconventional person, with a confident flair for vivid
storytelling, and she seemed the ideal subject for a creative and unconventional
documentary film. Her life had been one of difference. Jabe's schizophrenic mother had
been forced to relinquish her to government authorities at the age of six, in order to find
placement in the foster care system. Her excessive height and myopia, caused by
Marfan Syndrome led to a perennial struggle with gender definition, self-confidence,
and acceptability as a sexually active, socially desirable individual. And as a result of
her social isolation and physical attributes, and her need for employment, she had
become a dominatrix in her twenties.

After many years observing my uncle's struggle with Marfan Syndrome, I was able to
understand Jabe's experience of living with the condition as well as the impact it was
having on her opportunities and choices in life, and on her mental health. As I was not
aware of any other films on the subject of Marfan Syndrome, and was intrigued by
Jabe's “outsider" status, dramatic life story, and idiosyncratic physical appearance, I
decided to make a biographical hybrid documentary about her.

Commencing the collaborative process

After some discussion, Jabe agreed to participate in the documentary, and from there I
embarked on a three-year process of researching, writing and financing the film. With a
background in the avant-garde, I was aware that it would be a struggle to convince
broadcasters to finance my first full-length documentary, especially as I was determined
to make a visually stylised work which engaged with representation and film form,
rather than a purely observational medical documentary. Despite these challenges, I felt
confident in my subject and directorial abilities.

As tall women, Jabe and I shared some similar experiences. Being just under 6' (183cm)
myself, we enjoyed a few tail-girl jokes when we first met. We also discussed the
subject of men who were often intimidated by tall women, projecting their
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‘macrophilic' and sexual fantasies onto them, rather than choosing them as partners for
loving relationships. People who are considered outsiders often have to develop a strong
sense of humour and irreverence as a defence mechanism, and I can recognise this in
many tall women who do not fit the ‘feminine' or 'petite' stereotype. Jabe's awareness
of herself as different, as a 21st century ‘freak', contributed to the formation of her
compassionate and individualistic character. Initially I thought that her difference was
defined by her body and Marfan Syndrome, and so the film focussed on her unusual
physical characteristics. During the course of research, however, as the layers of her life
were peeled back, I realised that there were other social and psychological forces which
made her different.

My first decision was to write a script which would not relegate Jabe, as the central
subject, to ‘victim' status, as did standard medical and science documentaries made for
television. Jabe described herself as a contemporary 'freak' due to her height, long
fingers and toes, elongated hands and feet, ticking heart and awkward posture. My
challenge was to embrace the physical manifestations of her genetic condition through
the imagery in the film, whilst avoiding the possibility of exploitation. I certainly
wanted to avoid the power imbalances found in the representation of extraordinary
bodies in freakshow exhibits of the past, such as the 19lh century human exhibits
promoted by P. T. Barnum, or the inhumane sideshows found in more recent times. Jabe
was conscious of her genetic and physical difference: 1 saw that my role was to enable
the audience to empathise with her, to enter her subjectivity.

Consequently I felt it essential to invite Jabe into the authorship process, to be a creative
collaborator. From my interactions with her, I was confident that I could rely on her
ability to creatively articulate stories from her life, to dramatise her personal
experiences, and to perform for an audience. In exploring the social construction of
gender and ‘femininity', I was also certain that Jabe's capacity for, and enjoyment of,
physical transformation and role-play would allow me to work with her as a performer
in the film. This method of working would differ from standard medical documentaries
in that the process would be collaborative, and Jabe, as the documentary's focus, would
be an active performer rather than a passive, or ‘anonymous and pathetic' (Winston
1988, p. 40), object of medical interest.
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Brian Winston (1988) notes that in the history of 20th century documentary cinema,
from Grierson to Elton and Anstey, there are few accounts by film-makers of their
relationships with their subjects. He writes that 'Normally film-makers regard contact
with their subjects as too uninteresting to report' (p. 43) and that directors such as
Anstey [Housing Problems 1935) perceived his social actors as 'poor, suffering
characters’ (p. 40) rather than as collaborators. This condescending attitude was
challenged by feminist and social activist film-makers from the 1970s onward, as they
sought more active interaction with their documentary participants.

Furthermore, the role of the documentary in society is in flux. Earlier directors such as
Grierson defined the documentary as conceived and developed as an instrument of
public use. However, contemporary theorists such as Jon Dovey note that, in recent
years, 'Tidal waves of entertainment have Hooded into discursive zones previously
reserved for education, information and enlightenment' (2000, p. 7) - zones which,
formerly, adopted a serious moral tone, the ‘Griersonian suspicion of pleasure’ (2000,
p. 3). In Freakshow, Dovey writes of the impact of economics on production
methodologies and the media environment:

As a name, Freakshow carries a perjorative sense based upon a particular
historical response to this form of side-show entertainment. However, the
social changes that are part and parcel of neo liberal economics clearly open
new domains for the expression of identity. These spaces are filled by
voices proclaiming and celebrating their own 'freakishness’, articulating
their most intimate fears and secrets, performing the ordinariness of their
own extraordinary subjectivity. The performance and display of difference
has become a driving force in our aspirations. We are all learning to live in
the freakshow, it is our new public space. (Dovey 2000, p. 4)

Jabe’s experience of genetic and physical difference, family disruption and mental
illness, as well as her work in the sex industry, demonstrate Dovey’s concept of the new
television subject. Rather than being socially marginalised, Jabe is now able to be
valued as a result of her extraordinary experiences.
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However, working with such a character can present some risks to the producer/director.
Jabe was initially concerned that she could die from aortic rupture as the result of
Marfan Syndrome - Jabe's awareness of her own mortality becomes an underlying
theme throughout the documentary - or be put in prison for social security fraud. My
decision to work with a social outsider, employed in the 'adult industry' and by nature
transient, was certainly fraught with moral and ethical quandaries. However, the
positive side of this decision was that I could be bold and edgy in determining the film's
style and its audience.

Researching and writing Jabe Babe -A

Heightened Life

I began developing a film script structured around seven chapters: the Tall Body,
Marfan Syndrome, Family/Childhood, the Heart. Work, Relationships, and Children/the
Future. This was a structure I believed would reveal Jabe's personal characteristics and
humour.

I was aware that a considerable component of the documentary would focus on Jabe's
management of her genetic disorder. I consulted various medical experts during the
research and scriptwriting stages, including Dr Lesley Ades, Australia's leading
authority on Marfan Syndrome, at the Children's Hospital at Westmead, Sydney. Dr
Ades was to become the second key character in the documentary. I also consulted
ophthalmologist Dr David McKay during my research. Dr McKay specialises in the
treatment of eye problems associated with genetic conditions, such as the dislocation of
lenses and retinas commonly found in Marfan patients. He would also become a
participant in the film. In addition, I conducted my own research into Marfan Syndrome.

Despite my plans for an unconventional stylistic approach, I was determined to
represent accurately the serious genetic condition of Marfan Syndrome and the ethical
implications of genetic testing. As far as 1 could determine, this was the first
documentary about someone suffering from this connective tissue disorder, and it would
be a complex meeting of art cinema and medical science.
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The implications of Jabe’s personal story were epic in scale. In filming her life, I could
also address the broader subjects of genetic, social and physical difference. To expand
the focus from the personal to the universal, I drew on popular culture and children's
stories. In the script, I constructed a storybook world which referenced the giantess as
represented in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Carroll 1872), The Silver Chair
(Lewis 1953) and Jack and the Beanstalk ^Jacobs 1890J, as well as cult B-grade films
such as Attack of the 50 Foot Woman (Juran 1958). This metaphor was an effective
visual way to describe Jabe's difference, her isolation, and her desire for control. Jabe's
height had defined her for many years, especially when she was a child, as a social and
genetic outcast. As an adult, however, she turned this attribute to her advantage, to gain
power, income, and control in her life.

I highlighted the concept of scale in the script, and inverted the traditional hierarchy of
powerless patient and powerful expert found in most medical documentaries made for
television. As I wrote about Jabe's work as a dominatrix and her incapacity to bear
children as a result of her genetic condition, I also made reference to the popular
perception of the giantess as sexually aberrant, un-maternal, and against nature.

In developing the original structure of the script, I benefitted from the participation of
philosopher Dr Robyn Ferrell, whose work has been focussed on the analysis and
cultural description of the human body. Ferrell contributed ideas from a philosophical
perspective about the body, genetics, power and domination, and society's interest in
‘normal' bodies and sexuality. Ferrell describes the pathologised body and the way that
the western medical tradition fragments the body and defines concepts of normal and
abnormal physicalities:

It is commonly assumed that there is such a thing as The Body; that we all have
the same kind of body, as though there has been a standard issue made to each of
us; The Human Body, to wit: two eyes, two legs, two arms etc. This permits us
to think of different bodies as belonging to unfortunates who received a
‘defective’ item off the production line of the species and are ‘handicapped' as a
result. (Ferrell 2004)
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These concepts informed the development of the script, especially the exploration of
Jabe’s definition of herself as a tall, myopic, 'contemporary freak'.

Ferrell also considers the impact of new reproductive and medical technologies on the
future population: Tn the future, through mapping the genetic characteristics of the
species, radical medical intervention will become possible at the level of the code'
(Ferrell 2006). My medical research with Dr Ades had similarly explored the
availability of pre-implantation genetic diagnosis, where newly fertilized eggs can be
screened for abnormalities, and rejected for implantation if Marfan Syndrome is present.
This process may help to eradicate certain genetic disorders such as Marfan Syndrome
in the future. During my discussions with Jabe, I realised that she wras ambivalent
toward these new reproductive and genetic technologies. Whilst they would help to
lower the incidence of Marfan Syndrome in the population, they also implied that
people carrying such chromosomes were less than ‘normal’.. In effect these medical
technologies rendered Jabe ‘abnormal’, yet her compassion and lively personality were
most likely formed as a result of her difference.

Another key area of my research involved observing the role-play and imagery
associated with Jabe’s work as a dominatrix. I gained first-hand knowledge from Jabe
herself, and 1 drew inspiration from popular figures such as Bettie Page.1 In the research
period I also studied internet fetish sites for costume design and performance concepts.

I met with Jabe over a two-year period, and gradually the details of her life unfolded. I
began to construct a visual style and storytelling structure which could build upon her
naturally flamboyant character, sense of humour, love of role-play and visual
transformation. Hers was a larger-than-life story, and so I conceived the documentary as
being based around her real life but also involving her collaboration as a creative
performer; she was not to be simply a passive medical subject. We would film her in
real life, and in the film studio. Jabe had to rely on me to edit her life story in a sensitive
manner, and I had to trust her abilities as both documentary subject and performer.

As with other hybrid documentaries Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life would overturn
some of the conventions of observational documentary, such as the belief that a
documentary subject should not be directed, should not be paid, and should only be
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observed whilst carrying out their day to day activities. My decision to incorporate
fictional and subjective modes of storytelling, to involve Jabe in her representation and
in the editing process, and to work playfully with the body, meant that we had to
establish a collaborative working relationship.

This hybrid documentary would be presented by Jabe herself, without the use of
didactic voice-over or the opinions of'experts'. Other than by physically handing over
the camera to the subject, 1 considered ways to incorporate some of Jabe's ideas into the
script. During our meetings, Jabe described how she enjoyed inventing and embodying
various characters for dance parties. I was able to integrate several of these into the
script, writing scenes involving characters from Jabe's imagination such as Calamity
Pain, the Queen of Mean and Dance Commander. Integrating these personae helped to
enrich the film's description of Jabe's character, in that it reflected the fact that she had
often sought fantasy worlds as a refuge from unhappiness in her life. By writing
fictional sequences into the script, I could represent Jabe's love of, and need for,
escapism. Jabe would later perform these characters in the context of stylised sets in the
studio. Interviews would be conducted in the studio and on location, and Jabe would
also be the film's narrator. A large proportion of the documentary - following Jabe's
day to day life, and her process of uncovering her childhood experiences in the foster
care and medical system - would be shot on video.
As discussed in Chapter 1, the mise-en-scene in documentary can be as controlled and
constructed as in fiction film. In Jabe Babe I decided to reveal these processes by self
consciously foregrounding the artifice of the image. As an alternative to the convention
of the 'flash-back’ or ‘reconstruction’, where actors are hired to perform as characters,
Jabe herself would play all the roles, from childhood to adulthood.

At the end of the scriptwriting stage, SBS Independent commissioned the film as a 52minute documentary after I ‘pitched’ the concept at the Australian International
Documentary Conference with a producer colleague. I sought additional production
funding from the Australian Film Commission and the New South Wales Film and
Television Office. The project was fortunate to be the only film selected for financing
from the AFC ‘Strand O' fund from around seventy submissions; an indication of the
difficulty in raising finance for non-conventional documentaries in Australia. I also
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attended the International Documentary Festival Amsterdam (IDFA) Forum in order to
interest commissioning editors from the UK's Channel 4, Germany's ZDF/Arte and
others in the project. In their eyes I was a ‘first-time’ documentary director with an
intention to direct what they considered a highly theoretical ‘creative documentary.’
Several of the commissioning editors show ed an interest in the project and the subject,
but would not commit finance at the early stages, preferring to purchase the
documentary when completed. Channel 4 indicated that they would have considered the
documentary if I was prepared to just follow' the film subject around with a video
camera. I was not prepared to follow this conventional ‘observational’ pathway, or to
compromise the style of the film.

The challenge was to make an innovative documentary for television, within the
confines of the standard 52 minute length and classification/censorship system. SBS
Independent and commissioning editors Debbie Lee and Glenys Rowe supported the
vision, guided by the SBS Charter which is bound to represent cultural diversity and
directorial originality. The full-length documentary would require character
development and the construction of an emotional journey, which differed from my
short form work which was largely conceptual in its use of structure. My intention was
to merge documentary with innovative use of design and performance to create a hybrid
film portrait of Jabe Babe.

Performance in Jabe

Babe -A Heightened Life

The script fox Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life interweaves ‘observational' and
‘participatory’ video sequences, studio interview, performed tableaux, and fictional
studio reconstructions. I will now outline the range of modes of performance in these
various strands, and will further elaborate on the visual style of these strands in
Chapter 4.

Jabe performing herself
In Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life Jabe's day to day life is captured using a digital video
camera. My choice was based on the portability of the equipment, the ease of operation
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by myself as director, the low cost of tape stock, and the light sensitivity of the camera.
The camera's relatively unobtrusive size enabled me to film Jabe spontaneously and in
public spaces. Unlike with film cameras, 1 could use available light and could choose
whether or not to use a tripod. By shooting around half of the video footage in the
documentary myself, I was able to build up a trusting relationship with my subject. We
would often travel together in the car and chat, which helped familiarise me with her life
story.

The video camera became part of a strategy to help Jabe remember details from her
childhood which she had voluntarily or involuntarily blocked from memory. Working in
a 'participatory' (Nichols 2001, p. 138) interactive mode for these sequences, I spoke to
and asked questions of Jabe from behind the camera. For example, we visited many of
the houses in western Sydney where Jabe grew up with her mother and various foster
families. In taking her back for the first time in her adult life, I hoped that she would
regain her memories. The strategy worked very well as. during the filming process, she
was able to recall many forgotten and suppressed memories, both positive and negative.

We filmed in around nine or ten locations, including near the Hillsong Church,
where she recalled the sexual abuse by her foster-brothers which she experienced whilst
in the ‘care' of a Christian foster family. Jabe was very inquisitive as she walked
through the gardens, re-assessed her childhood relationships and observed the suburban
streets and fibro houses of the western suburbs of Sydney. Many of her memories
evoked feelings of isolation and sadness tempered by the occasional positive
experience, for example in a home in ‘Sunset Boulevard’. The sequences emanate an
emotional freshness and candour, which later provides a stylistic contrast to Jabe's more
interior and intimate 'performance of self in the controlled studio interviews.

One of the houses Jabe and I visited was the 'last known whereabouts' of Jabe's mother,
Philomena. Jabe had hoped to find her there but was concerned because her mother had
set fire to her previous house. Philomena becomes an 'invisible' character in the film,
wTose presence is everywhere despite her physical absence. I was interested in
examining the impact of mental illness on the mother-child relationship and the ways in
which schizophrenia disrupts the possibility of intimacy, both in childhood and adult
life. When Jabe discusses her mother's pyromania, it is as if she becomes the mother,
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and the mother becomes the disruptive child. Also, Jabe's choice of work as a
dominatrix is not so different from her mother's profession as a sex worker, and the
documentary explores some of these parallels. Breaking out of the cycles of poverty and
family dysfunction is a very difficult undertaking, requiring great strength of character.
Jabe’s process of forging a new life during the course of filming shows that she has the
will to break free from her mother's behavioural patterns. Jabe's active participation in
the film as a social actor encouraged her to reflect on her life, to gain self-confidence,
and to display her talent for performance.

Other characters in the film who are physically absent include Jabe's sisters. Jabe
requested, for privacy reasons, that they not be filmed or included in the documentary,
as she had only recently reconnected with them after being separated into different
families during childhood. During the course of filming, there emerged another, older,
unknown sister - adding to the sex worker, the born-again Christian, and the sister with
signs of mental illness. Even though these siblings did not appear in the documentary,
their presence in Jabe's life during the filming enabled her to finally start to develop and
enjoy an experience of‘family’ for the first time.

In Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life we also see video footage of Jabe's current life,
including partying with her friends, medical appointments, work, and home-life. In
these sequences Jabe ‘performs her own life’, and my directorial approach is generally
‘observational' (Nichols 2001, p. 138) rather than interactive. This is particularly
evident in the medical appointments where I film without disturbing Jabe's
conversations with doctors, to ensure Jabe could receive professional medical advice
without interruption.

Even though it is widely accepted that video cameras capture ‘true life as it happens’, I
believe that humans are always conscious of performance in their lives, even if it means
only the subtle modification of their behaviour and appearance to suit certain
circumstances. We see Jabe alter her make-up, clothes, mood and manner of expression
according to context. She is sometimes prone to exaggeration and embellishment in her
storytelling, adding humour and drama through her creative use of language. For
example, in one sequence with the geneticist, Jabe cries after discussing the depression
she has suffered because of Marfan Syndrome. She laments ‘It’s never going to go
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away...and sometimes you just get really despondent with it...I’ve never talked to
anyone about it...'. Jabe then immediately diffuses the emotional intensity of the
situation by adding, ‘Sorry, I'm a bit pre-menstrual as well...oh...the drama! [she
laughs].' She moves into an emotional state, and then is able to detach herself from it by
analysing her feelings and reframing them as 'drama’.

Jabe, as central subject, was in control of how much detail she was willing to divulge to
me, the film-maker, in the telling of her life story. In this way the documentary is not
purely about 'truth' and ‘fact’, but is a much more subjective and creative form. The
common assumption that 'observational' documentaries capture a more ‘factual’ or
'true' reality than a stylised documentary is thrown into question. Real people express
themselves in highly personalised ways, and no single voice can represent the 'objective
truth'.

Jabe in the medical world

During the course of the documentary, Jabe has medical appointments with geneticist
Dr Ades at The Children's Hospital at Westmead, hip specialist Dr Holman,
ophthalmologist Dr McKay, as well as interactions with X-ray and MRI technicians. In
filming these scenes I hoped to capture Jabe’s subjective viewpoint rather than
foreground the knowledge or statistics presented by medical experts. Whilst not
subscribing to the standard medical documentary model, I was nevertheless extremely
mindful of the need to represent the characteristics of Marfan Syndrome accurately and
to always consider Jabe's medical needs before those of the documentary.

My original concept of embedding miniature video monitors within a model city (see
more detail about Jabe as Giantess later on in this chapter, and in Chapter 4) was to
explore the idea of miniaturizing the medical experts in order to diminish the sense of
their authority over Jabe. This is in contrast to standard television science
documentaries which grant power to the medical expert at the expense of the seemingly
weak and relatively ignorant patient. My reason for this decision was based on Jabe’s
accounts of her feelings of powerlessness as a patient, and my interest in allowing the
audience to filter medical information through her point of view. Interestingly enough,
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Dr Ades also has strong views about the power imbalance commonly found between
doctor and patient, and, consequently, is a very sympathetic listener, without the
didactic manner of many of her medical colleagues.

Whilst filming the medical consultations, I was conscious of allowing Jabe’s physical
and emotional characteristics to emerge. Dr Ades is of small to medium build, and the
scene, for example, where she is measuring Jabe on the height chart, draws the
audience’s attention to Jabe’s unusual height. The audience glimpses the physical
differences between them as they interact. This concept of scale is further explored in
the film’s studio sequences.

Jabe's black sense of humour emerges during her visit to ophthalmologist Dr McKay.
As Jabe at this point in the film is considering finding work in the funeral industry, she
wants to get her driver’s licence but fears that her poor eyesight might impede her
ambitions. ‘I want to work in the funeral industry, and that's a lot of hearse driving,’ she
says with a straight face, in response to the doctor's recommendation that if she gets her
licence, she should 'just toodle around the suburbs'. Humour also emerges as a counter
to serious medical opinion in Jabe's appointment with Dr Peter Holman, to discuss the
pain of early arthritis in her hip. He advises her that if she were to find a job as an
undertaker's apprentice, she should avoid carrying coffins.

Continuing with an 'observational' shooting style, I video Jabe as she undergoes X-ray
and MRI scans. In these scenes she seems physically vulnerable, overwhelmed by
medical machinery and scanning equipment; and in this sense I am using the visual
potential of the location as a metaphor for disempowerment. The audience is reminded
that, despite Jabe's optimism, the reality of living with a potentially life-threatening
genetic condition means countless medical tests and constant monitoring, which is
expensive, time consuming and often depressing. Her performance during these scenes
is more passive, as she is isolated and in pain, and her unusual physical characteristics
are even more evident due to the graphic monochromatic quality of the video image.
These scenes represent Jabe in a relatively powerless state, in contrast to her irreverent
and domineering presence in other scenes, for example when she is working as a shop
assistant and as a dominatrix.
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Jabe at work and at play

Jabe's creative qualities emerge in various scenes of her at work. In the scene of Jabe at
the Risque ‘adult boutique' in Kings Cross (a retail job, which, curiously she perceives
as not within the sex industry), Jabe spontaneously performs as a tour guide, leading the
audience through myriad sex toys and fetish clothing and even giant dildos: 'no refunds,
obviously, on toys...it's like, please!' She also observes, without intended irony, that “1
was very sheltered in the sex industry'; yet to the audience, which has already seen Jabe
role-playing as a dominatrix, her profession seems far from ‘sheltered’. In these scenes
my directorial approach is more ‘participatory’; and Jabe, assuming the role of the
saleswoman, responds to the camera and to my presence as director.

In the scenes where Jabe introduces the audience to her work as a bondage and
discipline mistress, she exhibits her flair for physical transformation, morphing through
a series of archetypal fantasy figures including the Strict Schoolteacher, the Nurse,
Policewoman and French Maid. Even though we pre-planned the basic scenarios, Jabe's
performance in each is largely of her own invention. Because of her professional
experience, she is able to improvise lines and imagine scenes of domination, demanding
the submission of an (anonymous) male ‘client'. She uses a range of props, including a
ruler, enema syringe, rubber baton and feather duster, all wielded with threatening
intent. In these sequences, Jabe's performance is stylised even though the context is an
ordinary (though adapted) suburban house. The final shot of her client tied with
pantyhose to a Hills Hoist, an icon of the Australian family home, creates an ironic
twist.

The camera operator and I employed various approaches in these scenes. We adopted an
‘observational’ mode during the improvised sequences. However, in order to capture
different camera angles, close-ups and wide shots, I instructed Jabe to repeat certain
actions - so the camera coverage resembles that of drama. The dominatrix sequences
serve as a stylistic bridge between the scenes of Jabe's real life and those where she
performs as an actor in the studio.
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When devising these scenes. I was conscious that, despite Jabe's independence and
strength, her dominatrix role was still very much defined not from the emotional or
sexual needs of herself, as a woman, but by her male clients. In this sense the
empowerment of the dominatrix could be seen as a socially condoned activity, which
does not pose a real threat to the power structures in society between men and women:
instead, it represents a transgression that is ritualised and therefore ‘contained'. Lesage
describes how certain video documentary work can

articulate a very complex and complete way of looking at how women
understand men's follies and also how they participate sometimes
masochistically, sometimes cunningly, and sometimes in a self-satisfying
way in a modern world that is constructed according to male fantasies.
(Lesage 1999. p. 334)

During the course of filming the documentary, Jabe gave up working as a dominatrix.
She grew bored with the banality and predictability of male fantasies, even if she gained
pleasure and a certain amount of satisfaction from the experience of wielding power.

At home too, Jabe establishes a dominant position with friends, even if done in jest. She
frequently has trouble separating her dominatrix work and her personal life. In a scene
outside a nightclub with her boyfriend Marek, Jabe, commands him, ‘Don't, don't,
don't!' to which he meekly replies, ‘OK'. She takes pleasure in dominating social
situations, including those with her boyfriend and flatmates. When Jabe moves house,
she is assisted by a succession of willing men, who toil with heavy loads as she issues
orders. We see that her dominatrix performance carries through into real life, or,
perhaps, is naturally present due to her surly disposition.

Earlier, we have seen her being dressed as her ‘Dance Commander' character by her
flatmate Michael, who, as slave dresser, pulls her corset laces tighter and tighter. She
complains, ‘I look like a drag queen, but that's alright', conscious and yet accepting of
the ambiguity of her gender. When Jabe enters and interacts with the real world, she
frequently performs in character. She takes pleasure from provoking the general public,
yet uses the costumes as a form of disguise in order to shield herself from the pain of
her freakish physical difference.
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As this hybrid documentary is intended as a biographical work, peripheral characters are
interwoven into the story of Jabe's life. The film aims to question the definition of
‘family', and whether social families can take the place of blood families to provide
support and comfort. It is important to represent these relationships because Jabe’s
social circle has taken the place of a true family since her teenage years.

Jabe's friends, including flatmates Rowan and Michael, appear in various scenes,
brewing beer, making sausages, moving house, and listening to her tales of woe. Jabe’s
friend Fiona, who nursed her to health after open-heart surgery and also supported her
in her first steps toward becoming a dominatrix, also provides a fresh perspective on her
tall, surly friend: “We were all very happy when Jabe decided to slap men around for a
living'. In contrast to Jabe's disturbing childhood memories, these scenes show the
warm relationships she has established with her “new' family, and the care and affection
that they feel for her. We see Jabe in a relaxed state, where she is less self-conscious in
her manner of performing for the camera.

Although the sequences discussed in this section were all shot using digital video, there
is considerable variation in terms of directorial approach and Jabe's acknowledgement
of the camera. Jabe's mode of performance is dependent on social and physical context,
as well as on her level of exuberance or introspection. Likewise, my directorial style
moves from “observational' to “participatory' depending on the context and on my
capacity to control the circumstances of filming. For example, the medical appointments
were shot in an ‘observational' manner due to the fact that I could not intervene in
proceedings or put questions to Jabe while she was being examined. The sequences at
the foster homes were shot using an “interactive' mode, where I asked questions in order
to help Jabe uncover her childhood memories. Despite these variations, the video
sequences in the documentary have a unified monochrome visual aesthetic, and are
uniformly presented in the context of the Model World studio set on a miniature video
monitor.
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Studio interview - the Treetop World

During the scriptwriting process, a year before the final filming, I made the decision to
film a test studio interview with Jabe with the collaboration of Director of Photography
Jackie Farkas. As I wanted to be able to use the footage in the final film, we had to
establish the mise-en-scene, set design, costume design, shooting and editing style in
advance (see Chapter 4 - Visual Style). The test interview allowed me to see how Jabe
responded to questioning in front of the camera; it also gave me useful biographical
material to integrate into the script.

Jabe in the interview space - the 'Treetop World'

What I established for Jabe was a giantess world, the ‘Treetop World’, where she sits in
an eternal dreamy sunset, spinning Tall stories' and personal tales. This interview
explores the performance of‘self, as Jabe recounts her life experiences in her own
voice. Early on, I had been intrigued by Jabe's capacity to describe her life in the form
of fictional tales, hence I established the ‘storybook' studio design. This heightened
world complements Jabe's capacity to recount her life in story form, to embellish
details, exaggerate events, and move into deep emotional states. The stylised
environment, yielding an emotionally honest performance, could be described as
innovative, in that the artificiality of the filming process is acknowledged, whilst an
emotional directness is maintained.I

I directed Jabe to speak directly into the camera lens, in order to establish a sense of a
one-to-one relationship with each individual audience member. This is unusual in
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documentary for two reasons. Generally questions are asked by the interviewer who sits
to the side of the camera, and so the subject's answers are directed back at them, at an
angle, rather than into the camera. There is no direct relationship set up between the
subject and the audience; rather, it is between the interviewer and the subject. Secondly,
in traditional documentaries the subject rarely looks into the lens. This is a hangover
from the ‘fly-on-the-wall’ approach, in which the presence of the film-maker or the
camera is not acknowledged. The style of the interview in Jabe Babe resembled a
monologue, rather than a conventional dialogue between subject and director.

I encouraged Jabe to decide which parts of her life she felt most comfortable talking
about, and designed my questions around these agreed topics. Interestingly, between the
initial research interview' and a second interview conducted a year later, she had gained
the confidence to open up more about the subject of her abuse by her mother, and about
her own identity. I ensured that Jabe was comfortable with the material w'e discussed.
She was able control her mode of expression and choice of words, which were often
very creative. In this sense, the interview became not simply a vehicle for the
conveyance of factual material, but an expressive form of performance. This is an
example of a collaborative relationship between the documentary subject and director.

I would argue that even the most standardised interview, the ‘talking head', is often a
performance of sorts - selected, edited and enacted by the participant. Julia Lesage
writes that

We enjoy the speaker's colloquialisms, their personal and subcultural
specificity, their use of everyday expressions, and their wit. As people tell
stories about the past, especially about their daily lives in days gone by,
listeners gain new insights into how' the past can be structured and thus
thought. (Lesage 1999, p. 320)I

I got to know Jabe very well during the research and scriptwriting process, and was
constantly surprised and impressed by her articulate and witty manner of
communication. By the time we were shooting the film, we trusted and understood each
other's characters and senses of humour, and she felt comfortable in the presence of a
professional crew.
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On a technical level, achieving the ‘looking down the barrel of the lens' effect requires a
studio setup where the interviewer has to sit well away from the participant, behind a
black curtain, and the interview is conducted with each of them seeing the other's
reflection in a mirror mounted on the front of the camera lens. Considering this
significant physical impediment, I feel as though my familiarity with Jabe’s story, and
our ease of communication, allowed an emotional intimacy in the studio interview
which belies the cumbersome nature of the camera setup. As mentioned in Chapter 1,
this technique has also been utilised by directors including Morris and Nash and Laurie
in order to challenge viewers and increase their emotional engagement with the
documentary subject.

The studio interview becomes the emotional spine of the film, incorporating Jabe's
reflections from the past and present and her projections for the future. Her performance
reflects the many sides of her personality, from witty irreverence, to vulnerability, to
sadness, and finally to hope. By employing the integration of performance, styling and
costume design, Jabe ‘plays' herself, whilst embodying her alternate personas of
giantess, medical subject and dominatrix. Her complex ‘disguise* of gothic jewellery,
pencilled eyebrows, black hair, red nails and spidery fingers represents her constructed
self, a kind of theatrical persona, which she presents to the world as the ‘real*.

Jabe’s performance as Giantess

The establishment of the concept of scale in both the video footage and the Treetop
World interview space is further developed in another strand of the documentary: scenes
of a Model World. In these sequences, Jabe performs as a ‘giantess', moving through
miniature buildings which represent locations from her past and current life (see
Chapter 4).

Jabe's persona, barefoot with thick black hair, and dressed in a ripped pink dress, is
modelled on the central character of the B-grade film Attack of the 50 Foot Woman
(Juran 1958). In this way the documentary self-consciously and ironically quotes from a
cult cinema source. Jabe walks through the town, lifting off the roofs of houses, peering
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through windows and doors, observing the miniature monitors positioned within the
buildings. On these monitors play the edited video sequences described earlier in this
chapter (Jabe performing herself, Jabe in the medical world, Jabe at work and at play).

Jabe as wild-eyed and destructive Giantess

The 'giantess' represents the sexually aberrant body, the outsider, the freak of nature,
the unmaternal monstrous female. Jabe the Giantess can be benign in one scene,
threateningly destructive in the next. These two sides of the same woman are captured
by colour film stock and black-and-white film stock respectively. When Jabe describes
her failed relationships on the voice-over, we see her walking through a black-and-white
city of model skyscrapers, crushing buildings underfoot, sighting and capturing a male
“victim', and consuming him whole in one gulp. Jabe's wild-eyed giantess is the
destroyer and consumer of men, her hair dishevelled, her mouth the vagina dentata.
This is the sexually controlling female, in a stylised interpretation of the dominatrix
persona that Jabe performs in real life.

Schneider (1997) writes of the sex worker and performer Annie Sprinkle, as cultural
threat:

As any “whore'’ is given to be in this culture, she is a mistake, an aberration,
a criminal, and a hoax: a show and a sham made of lipstick, mascara, fake
beauty marks, and black lace. But a “whore" is also somehow woman
untamed, woman unsocialized, woman unclassed, woman uncultured —
woman, that is, “natural"...Sprinkle presents the prostitute as artist.
(Schneider 1997, p. 58)
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Jabe the Giantess oscillates between being a victim and a threat, vulnerable and strong,
in her role and in her real life. Despite the disguise of make-up and costume, Jabe as
documentary subject and sex worker is ‘natural’, in Schneider's terms, because she is
emotionally honest.

The integration of observational video with studio performance, using Jabe as
documentary subject (or ‘social actor') as well as ‘performer’, is perhaps the most
innovative aspect of the documentary. The audience is simultaneously aware of two
realities running in parallel - the constructed film space of the studio, and the authentic
video space of the real world. By showing close-ups of Jabe the Giantess’s eyes
watching herself in the video sequences, I encourage the audience to share her
subjective gaze, to view her life through her own eyes, as well as to allow' Jabe herself
to observe, interpret and therefore make sense of her own life.

Jabe’s performance in tableaux

Further use of innovative performance can be found throughout the documentary in a
series of filmed tableaux, which serve as a cinematic form of chapter headings. Again, I
take advantage of Jabe's capacity and talent for physical transformation and role-play.
The characters she plays were drawn, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, from Jabe's
own imagination and childhood experiences as well as from popular culture and
children’s stories.

Julia Lesage makes reference to women who are subjects of experimental,
autobiographical documentaries: ‘Unlike social-issue documentarists...most women
artists do not presume to represent a continuous stable identity or a cohesive self
(Lesage 1999, p. 311) - what Lesage defines as the fragmented consciousness of the
female subject. Jabe's capacity for transformation is shared by other women, and is
sometimes a response to childhood abuse or incest. Without making assumptions about
Jabe’s particular case, I find Lesage’s observations very pertinent. She refers to the
example of Lynn Hershman's video Electronic Diaries, which documents an 'adult
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reckoning with childhood sexual abuse and consequent psychic shattering' (Lesage
1999, pp. 323-4). Lesage writes of Hershman:

As a result of incest, she experienced fragmented personae or level of her
personality in a dissociated way...[and] would escape from thinking about
assault by pretending to be other people, ones she made up or characters
from a story. Later, as an adult, this behaviour continued.. / (Lesage 1999,
p. 325)

This example of dissociation and projection could be said to have some parallels with
the manner in which Jabe has processed her childhood experiences and the ease with
which she embodies a range of fictional characters.

Jabe delivers lines of monologue whilst performing each role - the voice is her own, yet
we see her in character. The lines are based on comments made to me during our
research sessions, which I then incorporated into the script. Jabe and I negotiated some
changes to the lines during rehearsal stages, so that she felt at ease with her role. The
tableaux serve to introduce visual humour and a wide range of cultural references into
what would be otherwise a purely biographical documentary. It is through these
sequences that the film moves from the particular to the universal.

These tableaux also serve to examine the idea of femininity as a performance, as well as
women's capacity to have an unfixed, multifaceted identity. Lesage writes that, through
makeup and costuming, ‘the feminine pose becomes a disguise' (Lesage 1999, p. 315).
The characters Jabe performs could be said to represent different sides of her
personality. If female gender has always been a site of artifice, of construction, then it
makes sense to reject realist image-making processes, since they capture only the
physical appearance of woman, and may not in any way present emotional truths.

Butler also elaborates on the concept of femininity as performance, suggesting that

gender is a kind of persistent impersonation that passes as the real... Does
being female constitute a “natural fact" or a cultural performance, or is
“naturalness" constituted through discursively constrained performative acts
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that produce the body through and within the categories of sex? (Butler
1990. p. x)

Through my work with the documentary subject as performer, I am able to explore
multiple facets of Jabe's identity, the ambiguity of her appearance and gender, and her
need for disguise. Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life exhibits characteristics of the hybrid
documentary in its foregrounding of artifice and performance in the tableaux sequences

In several scenes we see the adult Jabe performing herself as a child. In a more
conventional documentary, child actors would have been employed in 'dramatic
reconstructions’. The reason I asked Jabe to perform was so as to exploit the potential
for visual humour, as well as pathos. In the title sequence, framed as a school
photograph, we see Jabe (as adult playing child) towering above her six-year-old
classmates as she explains, T was always the tallest, and always in the back row.’
Later we see her wearing a giraffe hat, being taunted by her classmates, who mock her
repeatedly with insults: ‘Giant, giraffe, stick insect!' These taunts were drawn from
Jabe’s actual childhood memories. The establishment of Jabe’s height and consequent
loneliness therefore occurs in the first scenes of the documentary.

Jabe as Hula Girl

Other tableaux include Jabe performing as the awkward Hula Girl, twirling a hula hoop
around her neck as she explains, ‘1 was never petite or feminine like the other girls.' As she
performs in a lurid tropical set, a graceful Indian dancer and two ballerinas glide across the
stage. These dancers embody the popular ideal of ‘femininity’, a femininity Jabe
obviously lacks as she struggles to spin the hoop around her neck.
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In another scene, where the theme of Jabe's professional life as a dominatrix is being
introduced into the film, we see Jabe performing as the whip-wielding cowgirl Calamity
Pain. She dominates a cowering (human) 'donkey' who scuttles off stage as she cracks
the whip and pulls his tail. This is a theatrical interpretation of the dominant/submissive
relationship between Jabe and her clients in her worklife. Her accompanying line of is
deeply sardonic: T could never get a job as a secretary.' This comment originated in a
conversation I had with Jabe about her perception that she was discriminated against in
finding employment due to her height and unusual appearance. In this sense the
performance sequences creatively interpret her real life experiences.

Jabe as Calamity Pain

Other tableaux scenes are drawn from popular stories. As an introduction to the theme
about the complexity of combining sex work and relationships, Jabe performs as the
Queen of Mean, a character who combines the Queen of Hearts from Alice 's Adventures
in Wonderland with the dominatrix: ‘I give the orders around here! And where's my
King?’ Jabe performs as the surly, domineering queen, threatening two knaves who
quiver with fear at her orders and serve her strawberry tarts which she consumes with an
expression of sexual desire. In another scene towards the end of the documentary, where
the theme of Jabe’s ambivalence towards motherhood is raised, Jabe again performs as
Alice, but this time tenderly nursing a piglet as she would a baby. T his alludes to the
scene in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland where the Duchess hands Alice a crying
baby which magically transforms into a piglet. Alice, like Jabe, is perplexed by, and
unprepared for, her role as carer.
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Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is a particularly useful reference in that it examines
power, scale, childhood fantasy, and teenage identity - many of the themes shared by
the documentary. Grosz writes that "Alice...is perpetually changing, not simply in terms
of growth, development, or maturation, but in terms of orientations, directions, and
trajectories’ (1994, p. 176). Jabe's body, through childhood, was in a state of flux, and
exhibited extraordinary growth and difference. In adulthood, her tall body, though female
by sex, is open to other public interpretations. Its appearance is fluid, sometimes
recognised as female, sometimes male, sometimes gay male. Jabe plays with her
androgyny, and her appearance is often unfixed and ambiguous.

In another scene, Jabe performs as a gothic undertaker, leaning on a coffin containing a
corpse, accompanied by two human "wolves' who howl and sway whilst crouching
amongst a crumbling mass of tombstones. This scene was conceived as a response to
Jabe’s current search for work in the funeral industry. However, Jabe the Undertaker is
no saint. Her latex headgear is adorned with horns, implying that she is performing the
devil's work, whilst her morgue is a blood-red graveyard. As she places a death mask
on the face of the "deceased", she is sexy rather than chaste, ironic rather than earnest,
languid rather than energetic. The possibility that the irreverent, restless Jabe could
enter the funeral industry seems remote, yet her near-death experience as a teenager,
and her compassionate nature, do in fact qualify her with the kind of life experience
required to do such work.

Jabe as dominatrix Undertaker

The various tableaux scenes share several stylistic qualities in relation to performance.
Most exhibit a composition in which Jabe is positioned centrally, in relatively static
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poses. This is a reference to the compositional characteristics of the theatrical form of
the tableau vivant and to the self-conscious hybrid documentaries of Greenaway and
Lewis discussed in Chapter 1. Other than close-ups, the camera remains fixed in wide
shot, in contrast to the hand-held style of much of the video footage and to the tracking
shots of the Model World. This stylistic shift emphasises the use of the tableaux as
chapter breaks within the documentary.

There is a range of miscellaneous studio shots in the film which are intercut with Jabe’s
interview footage. In several of these studio scenes Jabe performs as a giantess, for
example when her platform-sandalled foot crushes toy men into the floor, and when
her bottom squashes miniature men on a seat. These are based on images of men's
macrophilic fantasies, expressed today in a multitude of fetish internet sites, and
reflective of many men's sexual fantasies to be eaten, sat on, trodden on or crushed by
giant women. These fantasies are often requested by the clients of a dominatrix; and
in this way, Jabe's performance is again informed by her work in the ‘real' world.

The objectified body

Another innovative style of performance in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life is the
reconstruction of the ‘objectified' body. Jabe often spoke about feeling powerless as a
child, being taken for tests and being scrutinised by doctors who, she felt, treated her
body like a medical specimen. I set about imagining how contemporary studio
performance could be used in the film to express the disturbing emotional experiences
of her childhood. By reconstructing these images with the adult Jabe, I was able to
explore and evoke her feelings of vulnerability and isolation.

Originally I proposed to incorporate images of children with Marfan Syndrome from
Dr Ades's collection, as well as medical textbook images of bodies. For ethical and
medical reasons, I decided that studio reconstructions with the adult Jabe would be
more appropriate, and would be directly related to her personal experience. These
scenes would also help to immerse the audience in her emotional state.
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In these sequences I referenced the visual conventions of medical photography. My
research into Marfan Syndrome led me to many contemporary journal articles as well
as less current texts where medical photography was used to empirically represent the
physical manifestation of this genetic condition. This style of photography was still
being utilised by medical professionals in the period leading up to Jabe’s childhood.

Medical photography used to employ many of the strict visual conventions of forensic
imaging. Patients, highly vulnerable and stripped to their underwear, were once
photographed in black and white, against a measuring grid, in what was considered an
empirical ‘objective’ style. The imbalance of power in these photographs was palpable.

During the writing process, I introduced Jabe to some of these original medical images
and proposed writing several scenes in which she would perform as a patient being
measured and examined. I felt that this introduction was necessary ethically. Jabe, as
the performer, needed to feel comfortable with participating in a relatively confronting
situation for her: being near naked and vulnerable. I did not want the filming process to
reignite her childhood fears, so 1 sought her approval of the scenes in advance, and she
agreed to participate.I

I observed Dr Ades as she conducted a physical examination of Jabe, replicating the
style of measuring used by endocrinologists to determine the growth and proportions of
Marfan patients and developing children. These body measurement techniques are
known as anthropometry. Marfan Syndrome is a condition in which several key
symptoms manifest themselves clearly in the body, and Jabe’s body is a textbook case.
Features of Marfan Syndrome which she exhibits include skeletal abnormalities such as
a long and slender stature, chest deformities {pectus excavatum), arachnodactyly (or
‘spiderfinger’), as well as long, narrow feet and toes, excessive arm length,
hyperextensible joints, and a high, arched palate. I designed several ‘medical
measuring’ sequences in which these unusual physical characteristics could be visually
communicated to the audience. For privacy during the shoot, we used a limited crew or
‘closed set’ with only myself, the Director of Photography, camera assistant, make-up
artist and costume designer present.
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One of the common features of medical photography is the use of a black rectangular
patch over the eyes of the patient, in order to (supposedly) preserve anonymity. This
convention was used in the studio reconstructions, although in this new context the
convention is given an ironic twist because the audience is already fully aware who the
subject is.

These sequences demonstrate the innovative use of performance, in that Jabe, as the
film’s subject, is prepared to take a personal risk, to expose her own vulnerability, to
reveal her unusual physical features and to re-experience and overcome the sense of
powerlessness she felt as a child. In effect, by reconstructing these ‘objective’ shots,
the film helped Jabe to see her body clearly for the first time, and allowed her to move
on in life, to progress from passive victim to active protagonist.

The documentary’s impact on the performing subject

I had initially met Jabe in 1999, but by the time shooting commenced she was entering a
period of transition in her life. The experience of describing her life to the camera and to
the audience was cathartic for her, and as a result of the filming process she has been
able to reconsider her foster family experiences, her medical history, and her
relationship with her mentally ill mother. Over a period of around six months of
filming, Jabe chose to give up her work as a dominatrix to explore her capacity for a
relationship and to pursue a new career in the funeral industry. Jabe's process of
reflection on her past has helped her transcend childhood pain and her self-destructive
tendencies.

Jabe has also received medical and counselling support which had not been accessible
to her before. Jabe now finds herself in a position where she can, for the first time in her
life, plan optimistically for a future and look forward to a relatively normal life span. It
is evident that the filming experience, and the ‘performance of self, have led to
considerable self-development, self-confidence, and positive change in Jabe’s life. She
is now enjoying her first situation of stable employment working for a government
department in Sydney.
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have examined the innovative use of various modes of performance in
the hybrid documentary Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life, as enacted both in the ‘real"
world and in the stylised setting of the film studio. My scriptwriting process involved
the collaboration of the film’s central subject, Jabe Babe, which led to her creative
contribution to the project and the establishment of a trusting relationship. Jabe played
multiple roles in the documentary, including self-presentation as performing subject in
her past and present life and as dominatrix and medical patient. Jabe, as a contemporary
woman, constructs a multiplicity of appearances, presented with wry irony, which
together form aspects of her female identity. These are influence by other forms such as
sketch comedy and burlesque. I would argue that gender itself could be considered a
form of public performance. As an actress, Jabe performs as a giantess and as Alice,
amongst other larger-than-life characters. Using the tableaux sequences I was able to
reference and integrate popular story and film imagery into the documentary, thereby
expanding Jabe's story from the personal to the universal.

As discussed in Chapter 1, many hybrid documentaries self-reflexively foreground the
relationship between the film-maker and the performer. By juxtaposing documentary
and fictional performance, I have constructed a film portrait of Jabe Babe which
examines her life story as well as her love of role-play and irreverent performative
expression. Whilst some of Jabe’s performances could be considered ‘wooden’, this
adds to a sense that they are ‘quotations' from other commercial television, storybook,
burlesque and comedy forms. Her interpretation is theatrical rather than naturalistic, in
keeping with the visually stylised quality of the overall documentary. The crew and
central subject responded positively to the considerable technical challenges created by
the complex model set, cumbersome costumes and wigs, limited budget, time
constraints and inexperience of the central performer. The filming process was
pressured and exhausting and yet a positive outcome was achieved in that all of the
shots planned in the storyboard were achieved without compromise.

In the next chapter I will focus on the highly creative visual style of Jabe Babe - A
Heightened Life, and the ways in which the camera techniques, set design and costume
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design were developed to provide the framework in which the various modes of
performance could be fully realised.

Notes
1 Bettie Page was one of the best known American fetish models and pin-up girls in the 1950s.
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CHAPTER 4 - INNOVATION IN VISUAL STYLE

Introduction

In Chapter 3, I described my process of working with Jabe Babe both as documentary
subject and as performer participating in the presentation of visually stylised subjective
tales of her ‘heightened* experience of life. Jabe's striking appearance and ‘larger than
life* character influenced my decisions about the film’s visual style. This performed
documentary required an original design approach that reflected Jabe's idiosyncratic
point of view.

Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life employs fictional and fantasy constructs and vivid
production design to create a film portrait of Jabe Babe. My intention was to create a
rich and sumptuous world where Jabe Babe could present her story in the various guises
of interview subject, social actor, and performer. The documentary incorporated a
number of visual references to link Jabe's personal story with popular culture,
combining a range of aesthetic styles from hand-held video to visual tableaux and
model shots. This is in keeping with the concept of the hybrid as ‘in-between' genres,
idiosyncratic and eclectic as defined in Chapter 1.

My intention was to produce a documentary with high production values using High
Definition technical pathways normally associated with feature, commercial and
professional television production. I was determined that this hybrid documentary be
accepted by viewers, critics and the film and television industry as a professional
production, rather than dismissed as an ‘experimental' film. This film had the potential
to relocate the hybrid documentary and the film subject from the margins, and to
reintroduce audiences to visual pleasure.

In this chapter 1 examine the subject of design in documentary. I describe how I
researched and developed the visual style of Jabe Babe, and executed those design
concepts in the film-making process with a professional crew. The visual strands to be
examined are the Giantess World, the Treetop World, the Model World, the Miniature
Book, Macrophilic Fantasies, Video Life, Tableaux, and the Objectified Body.
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Background - design and documentary

The hybrid form of documentary is characterised by the integration of design,
performance, actuality, formal experimentation and mise-en-scene. In relation to the use
of innovative design in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life, I want to begin by making two
general points about the use of production design in documentary.

Firstly, as examined in Chapter 1, early film-makers had often interwoven observational
material with studio enactments in the construction of documentary films. Design,
reconstruction and fictional sequences had been used in actualite films since cinema
began One notable example was the igloo sequence in Nanook of the North (Flaherty
1922) where a false, oversized igloo was constructed to provide sufficient light and
space for filming. In Night Mail (Grierson 1936) the interior carriage shots were filmed
in a studio set. My approach in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life was to return to the
stylistic hybridity of these earlier films, but with a major shift in terms of authorship:
rather than disguise the reconstructions and present them as ‘truth', as these earlier films
did, I chose to expose my methodology and my use of studio artifice.

A second visual design decision in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life arose out of
necessity. Most documentary and non-fiction film-makers are able to integrate relevant
film, audio or photographic sources into their films. Sometimes these artefacts are
provided by the subject of the film, such as family photographs or home movies, and
sometimes they are in the form of public or private archival footage. Sometimes the
film-maker knows in advance about the footage and is able to adapt the script and
budget accordingly, but occasionally visual material surfaces during the production
process.

My initial impetus to construct a visually stimulating documentary that worked with
production design and performance was due to the fact that Jabe Babe had no visible
evidence of her life to offer me to use in the film. Due to her transient childhood
experiences in a number of foster homes, together with shame about her appearance,
Jabe had destroyed or lost all photographs and visual reminders of her past. She had no
school photographs, no home movies, no images - not from childhood birthdays,
Christmas or summer holidays.
108

The challenge was to construct a film about Jabe's life without having existing visual
resources; hence the extensive use of production design. It was only later, during the
editing process, that Jabe produced two small photographs of herself as a child. These
she had stolen from her mother's house when she broke in to look around a year or so
before filming began. One of these photographs appears in the final film.

Rather than make claims to ‘authenticity' or ‘truth', this innovative biography of Jabe
Babe would construct fictional fantasy images derivedfrom a real life. Several other
Australian documentaries have explored the hybrid biographical form, including
Sadness: A Monologue (Ayers 1999) mentioned in Chapter 1, and Chinese Take-away
(Goldman 2002), but whereas both these documentaries were adapted from original
stage shows, and, as a result, employ stylised production design and performance, Jabe
Babe - A Heightened Life was written specifically as a film.

Marks critiques the traditional definition of documentary, which, she writes, could be
described “in the broadest sense as a cinema whose indexical relation to the real is of
central importance’, and adds that 'Any kind of cinema has this relation to the profilmic event, but only documentary claims this relation to the real as one of its defining
qualities' (1999, p. 228). By foregrounding the various qualities of film stocks,
saturated colour, video textures, production design, costume design, camera
choreography, reconstruction and performance, I intended to interrogate the assumed
relationship between the ‘unmediated’ documentary image and its representation of the
real. By embracing these stylistic characteristics, my intention was to create a subjective
documentary which would construct emotional truth and affect through the use of a
stylised aesthetic.

Visual research

With my background in set design as well as experimental film and media art, I have
long been interested in analysing modes of representation, merging genres and using
visual means to convey ideas. From my initial decision to write the documentary, I felt
that Jabe's ‘outsider* story could be complemented by my own film-making style. As
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outlined in Chapter 2, my films tend to critique commercial film conventions in wry and
visually experimental ways. Jabe's differences and stories of survival lent themselves to
a structure which was idiosyncratic, eclectic and transgressed genre boundaries.

I set out to develop a visual treatment that would lift the film out of the conventional
worthy 'medical documentary' genre and into the realm of subjectivity and creative
storytelling. Jabe's irreverent attitude influenced this choice. Unlike the standard
television science documentary, this portrait took a playful and postmodern approach to
the construction of her life story. As discussed in the previous chapter, I felt that I could
best explore Jabe's character and emotional realities if I utilised stylised sets and
lighting, creative costume and make-up design and the controlled space of the film
studio. This approach differed from the usual television documentary, which is often
shot on location using low budget digital video equipment, little or no lighting, and
without the input of a production designer. Instead, my approach was inspired by, and
developed from, the stylised hybrid documentaries discussed in Chapter 1. My intention
was to make a film which could represent the fantasy and escapist worlds which Jabe
had inhabited since childhood.

1 planned to work with a full feature film crew, which meant that in addition to
developing a synopsis and treatment, 1 had to write a shooting script and draw a
storyboard. Trained with a design background, I found it useful, before commencing
the scriptwriting process, to 'draw' the film, including sketching ideas for scenes and
constructing photo-montages from research images.

The research, writing and planning processes took several years before filming began.
I wanted the design for Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life to be innovative in integrating
'high' art and "low' art. imagery from popular culture and subversive sub-cultures, and
realist and non-realist forms of representation.

One of the key concepts in the film is the contrast between an individual's subjective
experience of life from inside a body as opposed to the way that bodies judged and
interpreted by outsiders such as the public, lovers, clients and medical specialists. My
script structure interweaves the ‘objective’ study of Jabe’s body’s appearance, with
investigations of her internal, 'subjective' emotional reality. What are the physical
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manifestations of Marfan Syndrome? How do Jabe's bodily differences affect how
others perceive her and how does this compare with how she feels within herself? I
planned to use production design and visual style to communicate these concepts.

After conducting camera tests with the Director of Photography Jackie Farkas, I decided
to use three film stock treatments for different visual strands in the documentary to
highlight the comparison of the public and the private body. Black-and-white film stock
would be used to emulate 'objective' views of the body, such as medical measuring and
height chart sequences, as well as period film reconstructions. Interviews, role play and
fantasy performances from Jabe's 'subjective' perspective would be staged and filmed
in a dreamy and saturated Technicolor world constructed in the studio and shot with
Super 16mm film cameras. Thirdly, Jabe’s interaction with the ‘normal’ and sometimes
banal real world would be captured on coarsely-textured monochromatic digital video,
to give a sense of the ordinariness of everyday experience. Digital video is a very lightsensitive. portable medium where synch sound recording and hand-held techniques are
possible. It was particularly suitable for filming medical appointments, hospital visits,
domestic scenes, and scenes which occurred in public places such as railway stations
and markets.

The utilisation of the contrast between colour and monochromatic/black-and-white
sequences has several precedents in cinema history. In The Wizard of Oz (Fleming
1939), Dorothy is transported from the mundane black-and-white ordinariness of her
Kansas home to the startling Technicolor world of her dreamscapes.

Jabe, like Dorothy, embarks on an adventure which involves reassessing and
reprocessing her childhood relationships. There is a transition during the course of the
film when Jabe realises that she is likely to have a normal life expectancy. She
consequently gives up her dominatrix work for a job as a shop assistant: she descends
from the fantasy world of the treetops into the ordinary world, which seems exotic and
challenging to her. Toward the end of the film, when Jabe catches a train and when she
sits for a drivers licence test for example, we leave behind the Technicolor fantasy
landscapes of her larger-than-life experiences and enter the more grounded realities of
day-to-day struggle, captured by the monochromatic images from the video camera.

Ill

I developed a series of visual design strands which form the basis of the film’s structure
and are interwoven throughout the documentary. Broadly speaking, these fall into six
categories, as discussed in Chapter 3. First, there is the Giantess World, which includes
the studio Treetop World interview space, the Model World, and the Miniature Book.
Second, there is the Video Life world of observational and participatory sequences from
Jabe's life. Third, there are the performed Tableaux. Fourth, there are the black-andwhite Objectified Body medical reconstructions. Fifth, there are additional studio
sequences; and lastly, there is archival footage.

My directorial style merged various modes of documentary and fiction film production.
For example, according to Nichol's (2001, p. 138) definitions, I worked with
‘observational' and 'participatory' shooting modes when using the video camera, and
‘performative' and ‘reflexive' styles when in the studio. 1 also worked as a fiction
director, when Jabe was participating as an actor. T his multifaceted approach was
innovative in its integration of previously discrete directorial styles.

I will now describe the original design and stylistic concepts employed in Jabe Babe
A Heightened Life, including the creation of the various visual strands.

Giantess World

The choice of the giantess as a metaphor for Jabe's outsider status led to the conception
of the Giantess World which consisted of the Treetop World, the Model World, the
Miniature Book and images of Macrophilic Fantasies. A full professional film crew was
required to shoot these scenes. These imaginative worlds became the basis for the
documentary as 'factual fantasy' (Gallasch 2005, p. 18). Indeed the merging of'fact’
and ‘fantasy* is the central concept of the documentary's innovative visual style.

Popular film references and children’s stories were integrated into the script in order to
extend the documentary from the personal (Jabe’s particular life) to the universal (the
experiences of social, genetic or physical 'outsiders'). After 1 decided to establish the
giantess metaphor, the children's stories Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (Carroll
1872), The Silver Chair (Lewis 1953) and Jack and the Beanstalk fJacobs 1890)
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became key set and costume design references for the Model World and the Treetop
World interview space.

Gulliver's Travels (Swift 1726) was also a reference, and I wrote a scene (later to be
omitted from the final film) in which Jabe the Giantess was pinned down by miniature
male doctors, as a metaphor for her powerlessness as an object of medical scrutiny. In
the final film, this theme is instead examined through the use of black-and-white
‘objective' measuring sequences.

I also researched tales of ogresses from Nordic folk tales, such as the evil Angrboda
whose brood included a wolf, a serpent and a goddess of the dead. This allusion, which
explored the concept of the giantess as ‘against nature' and exemplifying a perverse
form of the maternal, was also omitted from the final script. Instead, the concept of the
thwarted or distorted maternal ‘instinct' was established in the Alice and Pig tableau
sequence.

In order to develop a visual style for the giantess sequences, I studied the production
design, costume design and camera-work found in cult B-grade films such as Attack of
the 50 Foot Woman (Juran 1958) and The Incredible Shrinking Man (Arnold 1957).
These films used innovative set design and miniatures as well as techniques such as
double exposure to establish worlds inhabited by larger than life, or miniaturised
characters.
Other visual ideas for constructing the Giantess World emerged from my study of real
‘giantesses' in history. T hese included the performing women in P.T. Barnum's
American Museum, such as the 7' 11" Anna Swan, the 'Nova Scotia Giantess’, who
performed with T om Thumb in the 19th century. Also informative was the story of Ella
Ewing, born in 1872 and known as ‘The Saintly Giantess’; she is supposed to have built
a house with 15' ceilings and 10' doorways. Even though Jabe does not suffer from
gigantism like these women, the images of larger-than-life houses and clothes gave me
useful visual ideas for the film. For example, 1 wrote a sequence where Jabe walks in
front of outlines of women of‘average' height from around the world.
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In research interviews. Jabe often described herself as a contemporary ‘freak’. This led
me to study the photographic work of Diane Arbus, the American photographer known
for her images of social outsiders. Photographs such as A Jewish giant at home with his
parents in the Bronx, NY, 1970 (Arbus 1970) were influential in my establishing Jabe as
an outsider in an otherwise ‘average' world.

The Treetop World was designed as the setting for my key studio interview with Jabe
Babe. Inspired by stories such as Jack and the Beanstalk and The Silver Chair, this
space, set amongst the leafy green branches of a forest canopy, represents Jabe's
twilight world. The studio setting implies Jabe's height, isolation, and her world of
escapism.

This was the first set to be designed, and it formed the basis of the studio aesthetic
found later in the film. For financing reasons, I had to shoot a research interview
eighteen months before the main body of the documentary was filmed. As it was
necessary for all filmed material to be usable in the final documentary, the costume, set,
and lighting were designed in advance. When the main film shoot took place over a year
later, the costume, jewellery, set, lens and lighting elements were replicated exactly, so
that the original interview could be edited seamlessly with new interview footage.

In the interview, Jabe talks about her life whilst sitting in front of a lush pink and orange
sunset sky. The camera floats gently, as if in a breeze, observing her through the treetop
branches. Leaves are suspended in the foreground and background, gently framing her
face and body, creating a pleasing verdant world. Jabe is dressed in red velvet, which
matches her trademark red lips and nails. She wears her own silver jewellery and
collection of rings, which accentuate her long, slender hands.

My main intention with the interview was to allow Jabe a space in which she could
share her ‘tall’ stories with the audience, establishing a direct and intimate relationship.
I wanted to create a space where Jabe could spin her poignant and witty tales whilst
looking directly into the camera lens, thus establishing a relationship with every
individual viewer, in keeping with the concept that the film was to be about storytelling
from a personal perspective. This technique has been explored previously by film
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makers such as Errol Morris, for example in The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons from the
Life of Robert S. McNamara (2004).

By liberating the camera from the more conventional ‘locked-off tripod position, I was
able to enliven the lengthy interview through fluid camera movement and a ‘jump-cut'
style of editing. As 1 was not the camera operator for this interview, and as a bulky
mirror apparatus had to be mounted on the front of the camera, I had to conduct my
interview by speaking to Jabe via her reflection in the mirror. This technique seemed
cumbersome at first, but we soon established the necessary rapport and intimacy for the
interview. She was able to open up emotionally in these sequences, in contrast to the
witty, irreverent persona she presents to the “real’ world.

The combination of set design, camera movement, editing style and performance creates
a sense of affect as well as being a more creative alternative to the visually-bland
‘talking head' interview favoured by many biographical documentaries. By allowing the
interview space and the costume design to reflect both the visual ideas in the film and
the subject herself, the primary interview becomes as much about context as content.
This visually stylised approach, combined with Jabe as trusting subject, imbues the
interview with an emotional truth which is powerful and convincing.

The interview is designed to endear Jabe to the audience and to allow her life
experience to make a strong impression. By accentuating the positive aspects of Jabe’s
character, the documentary seeks to explore the potential societal dangers of trying to
control and regulate ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal' genetic traits. The fact that individuals
may suffer medical complications as a result of their genetic difference should not
render them less valuable as members of society. My intention with the interview was to
prompt the audience to consider that every life, including Jabe’s, is of value.

Model World

Another visual strand in the Giantess World of the documentary is the Model World.
Jabe meanders through a model town of houses, gardens, streets, a church, an
undertaker's, a nightclub, a sex boutique, a bondage parlour, Chinatown and a hospital.
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Jabe, barefoot and wearing a pink dress, ragged and splitting at the seams, is a mild
giantess in one scene, and then, with wild hair and wild eyes, a destroyer of cities in the
next.

In one sequence, where she discusses her failed relationships, Jabe the angry giantess is
seen striding through the skyscrapers, crushing a model building underfoot, looming at
the window of a male victim's apartment before smashing her fist through the window,
plucking him up and devouring him whole. ‘I didn't realise that I was intimidating,’ she
says on the soundtrack, somewhat ironically. The black-and-white film stock, miniature
set design, rear projection techniques, stunt acrobatics and dramatic orchestral library
music combine to recreate the B-grade fiction genre. By using recognisable popular
iconography, the film explores the simultaneous desire for, and repulsion from, the
dominating, sexually predatory female.

Jabe as Giantess looms threateningly at the window

The Model World set was designed to represent aspects of Jabe's past and present life.
Lying underneath the treetop canopy, the town is a complete hyper-real world. I
conceived the idea that all of the 'observational' and ‘participatory' video interviews
which had been shot could be pre-edited and embedded in the model buildings. A
miniature monitor would be used as playback device.

These sequences reinforce the concepts of scale and control which are key themes in the
documentary. Jabe the Giantess uncovers the monitors in the buildings, for example, by
opening curtains and removing rooftops, observing herself and her own life on the tiny
screens. This gives a sense that at this stage of her life she is in control of the
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presentation of her story. Unlike most science documentaries, here is an inversion of
power, and the medical 'experts' are miniaturised rather than holding positions of
authority over her. The film uses this self-reflexive technique to subvert the power of
the doctors, allowing Jabe to filter and control new information as she pieces together
her medical condition and her identity.

Jabe as Giantess reclines in the Model World

The visual details of the Model World were inspired by photographic research,
including the observation of real suburbs in, and the architecture of, western Sydney.
The classic working-class fibro houses are meticulously reproduced, in colour and
textural detail. In this sense the design process was based around the observation of
reality, and has some parallels with the process of conventional documentary-making.
Certain details in the set are recognisably Australian in character, such as a miniature
Hills Hoist, lawn mower, swimming pool, and swing. The rich yet subtle tones of the
suburban paintings by New-Zealand-born Australian artist Chris O'Doherty, aka Reg
Mombassa (Mambo 1994) were influential in establishing the Model World colour
palette. Details of the urban cityscape such as graffiti and street signs are also reflected
in painted set finishes. Other design details, such as a miniature cross, indicate the house
where Jabe lived with her Christian foster family.

In one scene, where Jabe describes the drama of her near-death experience as a
teenager, the miniature monitor is used to present archival footage of open-heart
surgery, and is positioned in the window of the model hospital. The archival footage
was sourced to correspond to the approximate date of Jabe's surgery, and, consequently,
has the graphic quality of film reversal stocks from the period.
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The concept for the use of the monitor in the Model World was influenced by video
artists such as Nam June Paik, whose video installation works, including TV Garden
(1974), recontextualised the television monitor from the loungeroom into the world of
sculptural exhibition. Lewis writes:

Paik mounted a show in 1963 consisting of 13 television sets placed in a
gallery in Wuppertal, West Germany. The sets were upended and scattered
about the room; some were turned off, some showed white noise, and some
showed images that had been altered by placing magnets near the tubes. It
was not the first time someone had used an electronic image in an art
context... But it marked the beginning of the liberation of “video'* from
“TV", and the importance of the moment can scarcely be overestimated.
(Lewis 2006)

Hanhardt writes that Paik ‘altered the materiality and composition of the electronic
image and its placement within a space and on television and. in the process, defined a
new form of creative expression* (Hanhardt 2000).

By nesting the miniature video monitors within the model buildings, I created a
distancing device, or frame, which enables the viewer to consider the observational
video material in the context of the fictional film world. As with Paik's TV Garden, the
television is transformed into a video monitor, a frame within the larger landscape of the
Model World and the film frame.

The viewer observes both worlds simultaneously and is made conscious of the
constructed nature of the documentary image. This use of two parallel image tracks was
also utilised by Wim Wenders in his Notebook on Cities and Clothes (1989), a
documentary portrait of the Japanese fashion designer Yohji Yamamoto. Wenders
mounts a small television monitor, playing an interview with Yamamoto, on the
dashboard of a car as it drives through the busy streets of Tokyo. In this way the
audience is simultaneously aware of two realities and the way in which these spaces and
thoughts intersect. By embedding the video sequences in miniaturised monitors and
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placing them in the context of the Model World, Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life makes
a stylistic reference to the visual hybridity and artifice of video art.

Miniature book

A further visual device which helps establish the Giantess World is the Miniature Book,
which I devised at the script stage to translate Jabe’s life into stories and to inject a wide
range of popular references into the film. Early drafts of the Book included ogress tales
from Norse mythology, giantess tales from The Silver Chair, and illustrations from
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland. These were pared back to individual chapters which
included 'A Different Kind Of Body’, ‘Objectified By Science’, ‘Growing Up (And
Up)’, ‘How Does Your Heart Feel?’, ‘Jabe's Appetite For A Career’, ‘To Work Or To
Love?’, and ‘Family Matters - To Breed Or Not To Breed’. The chapter headings were
initially designed to form the structure of the documentary, but were not utilised in the
final version due to a script restructure during the editing process.

The pink and red magical book was meticulously handmade by a bookbinder, its
miniature scale designed as a contrast to Jabe's large “giantess' hand. ‘Jabe’s Book Of
Tall Stories' is embossed in gold on the front cover, and framed within a red heart. The
heart becomes a visual motif throughout the film, featuring in several other sequences,
such as the bed scene, where Jabe's loud ticking heart drives her boyfriend to
distraction. The heart links Jabe’s emotional journey and search for love with the
medical imagery associated with Marfan Syndrome, for example in the open-heart
surgery sequence.

Illustrations from the Book that are used throughout the film include the Marfan/Muffin
anatomical heart diagrams, and child-like stick figure drawings of a range of happy and
sad family configurations. The Miniature Book also injects a whimsical tone to the film,
commencing with the nameplate page which reads, ‘This story belongs to Jabe Babe
who started small, but grew and grew...’. This introduction to Jabe’s character is very
different from that of a standard science, medical or biographical documentary. In Jabe
Babe - A Heightened Life the audience is encouraged to enters Jabe's world of fantasy,
storytelling and intrigue from the film’s first scene.
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Macrophilic fantasies

Other colour shots which build upon the Giantess World imagery already established in
the film include visualisations of men's Macrophilic Fantasies. This term refers to the
sexual fetish in which men desire to be devoured, squashed or trodden on by giant,
supersized women. Some people believe that the woman who chooses to work as a
dominatrix has a sadistic desire to dominate. On the contrary, the desire of some men to
be subservient or submissive emerges primarily from their own sexual fantasies.
Numerous websites exhibit images which are constructed by amateur enthusiasts rather
than professional photographers. Various sequences in the film, such as Jabe swallowing
a miniature man or squashing a toy man underfoot, were influenced by this imagery.

The macrophilic scenes in the documentary were designed to stylise the work of a
dominatrix in order to make it suitable for television and a general audience. Often the
real work of a dominatrix is extremely graphic, and may involve bondage, piercing and
blood, rope work, enemas and other procedures which would have limited the film’s
potential audience.

Jabe toys with male ‘victim’

Scenes of macrophilic fantasies include the aforementioned scene where Jabe the
Giantess devours a squirming, yelling, miniature male victim. Other shots include her
sitting on and squashing a tiny man, and squashing a group of screaming toy men under
her clear plastic, high platform shoes. These macrophilic shots add humour, and when
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combined with video footage of Jabe at work as a dominatrix, give a sense of the
fantasy world of bondage and discipline that she inhabits.

Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life displays an innovative design approach which required a
high level of design and technical expertise, seldom associated with conventional
documentary production. The exceptional design skills of a team of model makers, set
designers, sculptors, costume designers and makeup artists, as well as the technical
ingenuity demonstrated by the camera department, made the execution of these scenes
possible. The four visual strands of the Model World, the Treetop World, the Miniature
Book and the Macrophilic Fantasies together contribute to establishing Jabe Babe as a
social, physical and sexual outsider.

Video Life

In Chapter 3. I described how a significant portion of the documentary, including Jabe's
description of her experiences in the foster care system, health system, workplace and
personal life, were shot on digital video in an 'observational' or 'participatory' style. I
shot around half of this material on a lightweight portable camera, which was useful in
establishing an intimate relationship with Jabe as she spoke of her experiences. It is this
footage which appears in the miniature monitors in the Model World set.

The first requirement was to find a monitor which was the correct scale for the film set.
A car television monitor was adapted by electricians, removed from its case, and housed
in a custom-built plastic case. The pre-edited video sequences were graded to become
black and white, to reflect the concept of the 'banal' or 'drab’ real world which Jabe
struggled to inhabit.

Numerous camera tests were carried out to assess the way the black-and-white video
image would be captured by various types and speeds of film stock. Careful
consideration was paid to the relationship between the rich saturated colours of the
Model World buildings and sets, and the graphic monochromatic quality of the monitor
footage. The final outcome was the use of a film stock which interpreted the video
footage as a deep blue/purple rather than black. This made the video material less cold,
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and led to a better integration with the colour world of the miniature buildings and
gardens. The small scale of the monitor also acted to highlight the lined and degraded
texture of the video image to form an effective visual contrast to the high resolution,
crisp focus of the filmed studio worlds.

The Video Life footage situates Jabe in the Teal* world, and therefore I was interested
in being aware of, and exploiting the visual qualities of, the various environments in
which we were filming. In my previous work as a production designer, I had often been
required to carry out location design, which can be the minor or major adaptation of a
location for the requirements of a film. In the documentary context, I was not able to
design the environment directly, but by the selective use of backgrounds and signage I
was able to situate Jabe in various spaces, including her previous foster homes, her
current home, medical clinics and workplaces. For example, when Jabe visits her former
foster homes, she is framed quite formally, standing in front of the suburban houses
which reflect the typical domestic architecture of Sydney’s western suburbs.

Jabe was able to utilise and interact with ‘props’ in some of these locations, such as at
the Risque adult boutique, where she wields an oversized dildo. Here Jabe seems in
control of her life, and she interacts directly with the camera. In other scenes, the
environment, or medical equipment, seem to dominate her, such as when she lies
passively whilst being x-rayed. Jabe’s lack of interaction with the camera exaggerates
her lack of agency in this medical context. Here the framing of the shot draws attention
to the medical clinic location.

Some scenes shot on location required extensive costume design. For example, the
scenes in which Jabe works as a dominatrix reference the bondage and fetish imagery
popularised by cult figures such as Bettie Page in the 1950s. Irving Klaw1 and his sister
Paula’s photographs and burlesque films featuring Page have become a ubiquitous style
reference for the dominatrix. Long black hair, shaped pencil-thin eyebrows, dangerously
high heels, fishnet stockings, corsets and whips are all now standard features of the
bondage and discipline subculture, and became a key reference for the costume and
make-up design in the film.
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The video sequences are also used to establish the iconic urban landscape of Australian
suburbia, such as in the scenes at foster homes in Sydney’s western suburbs. In several
of the observational sequences, I exploit the potential for visual humour in the scene, for
example when Jabe's flatmate Rowan is making fresh sausages for dinner or enjoying
his 'home-brew'.

Other scenes are more intimate and show visual details from Jabe’s personal, domestic
life. In one sequence, where Jabe is putting on her make-up to go out, she discusses the
pain she feels in her relationship with her schizophrenic mother.

The video sequences are observed by both the audience and Jabe the Giantess. The
miniature monitor acts as mediator between the ‘real’ world and the ‘studio' space. The
indexical relationship of the 'real' to the documentary image is thrown into question as
'reality' is altered by the use of colour grading, video texturing and the overt
foregrounding of digital video technology. The use of the miniature monitor in order to
present the Video Life material is a further example of the self-reflexive stylistic
innovation and reference to video art found in Jabe Babe A Heightened Life.

Tableaux

In addition to her role as giantess, Jabe performs multiple characters in a series of
highly stylised tableaux vivants. The use of tableaux is an extension of the use of
performance and production design in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life. By using this
relatively self-contained form, I was able to write short scenes which sit in isolation
whilst referencing the major themes of the film. The tableaux represent storybook
worlds, childhood memories, expectations of the future, as well as surreal spaces of the
imagination. As with the giantess sequences, the tableaux suggest the themes of
acceptance, control, visual transformation, death and desire. As explored in Chapter 3,
the tableaux allowed Jabe to enact different manifestations of her ‘female’ self.

The tableau is a form which merges the conventions of the stage, displaying posed and
theatrically lit actors, with the conventions of painting and photography, suggested by
the formal conventions of framing and composition. The performance is often based
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around one person, the narrator, who tells their story whilst the other characters are in
relatively frozen positions. Whilst the other performers' gestures and positions help to
tell and progress the story, the primary focus is on the central character, who is, in this
case, Jabe Babe.

In establishing an aesthetic for the documentary's fantasy tableaux sequences, I
referenced several sources, including the kitsch aesthetic of velvet art and Tiki exotica
paintings. This escapist exotic style drew on the original art and sculptural traditions of
Hawaii and Polynesia, and was popular from the 1930s until the 1960s. I also referred to
the work of contemporary artists such as Mark Ryden (2007) whose paintings
reinterpret kitsch art styles. Set design ideas were also derived from the graphic
illustrations of cartoons, such as Warner Bros. Studio/Looney Tunes' Wile E. Coyote
and Road Runner (Warner Bros. 2007).

The artificially constructed, glowing studio portraits of the French photographers Pierre
et Gilles (2007) were also influential in establishing the tableau aesthetic and its ironic
tone. These hand-tinted photographic portraits display rich colour and texture, and
feature self-conscious poses and sentimental expressions. As with my intention for the
tableaux sequences, the character types presented in the photographs are symbolic and
idealised, drawing on popular cliche. Because I hoped to establish Jabe performing a
range of female character types rather than a unified or real ‘self, this reference to
stereotype was informative.

My aim for the acting and set design style was to make them distinctly theatrical and
self-conscious, rather than realist. This approach has been employed by various film
makers and artists, including Georges Melies, Peter Greenaway, and Cindy Sherman.
Woods (1996) cites Peter Greenaway's statement that

[m]y ambitions were to see if I could make films that acknowledge cinema’s
artifices and illusions, and demonstrate that - however fascinating - that
was what they were - artifices and illusions. I wanted to make a cinema of
ideas, not plots, and to try to use the same aesthetics as painting which has
always paid great attention to formal devices of structure, composition and

124

framing, and, most importantly, insisted on attention to metaphor. (Woods
1996, p. 18)
For example, in the documentary hybrid A TV Dante: The Inferno Cantos I-VIII
(Greenaway & Phillips 1989), dramatic performances by Bob Peck and Sir John
Gielgud are merged with superimposed reconstructions of the events, characters and
natural phenomena mentioned in the original texts. A second layer of documentary
imagery, comprising interviews with a range of‘experts' such as historians, literary
commentators and biologists, is then composited onto the fictional layer. The ‘expert'
voices sit as miniature frames within the larger frame of the fictional space.

Woods examines the similarities between Greenaway's approach and the photographic
work of Cindy Sherman. In describing Sherman's early series Untitled Film Stills
(1977-1980) Woods writes:
Related in her early work to her own tirelessly disguised body - and through
that body to gender as construct - artifice, fiction, story telling, and the
archetype all lie at the heart of Sherman's work... Sherman's images balance
an emphasis on the body with an insistence on the artifice of the image and
the means by which it has been created; a balance which is central also to
Greenaway's practice. (Woods 1996, p. 55)

Both Sherman and Greenaway would have also been influenced by the earlier
pioneering French film-maker Georges Melies, whose film fantasies referenced the
theatrical tableau form in their use of exaggerated painted scenery and non-naturalistic
performance styles. The static camera captured staged events in wide shot, the edges of
frame acting as the limiting boundary of the proscenium.

O'Donoghue writes of Melies work, suggesting that

[t]he flat theatricality of the social world gives way to ‘effects’, visions,
dreams, nightmares, desires, fears, perversions - the releasing of the
unconscious and the inner life... Melies’ cinema is not simply an indulgence
of joyous escapism and brain-bypassing spectacle - the ‘liberating' quality
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of his work destabilises familiar conceptions of gender, class and the body,
and is linked to...anti-authoritarianism. (O'Donoghue 2004)
Jabe’s performances merge ideas from reality with visual concepts from the imagination
and the darker culture of bondage and discipline. Jabe performs synch lines of
monologue in these sequences, speaking both from her own experience and from within
the world of the characters she represents. The script incorporates characters from
Jabe's imagination (Calamity Pain, the Queen of Mean), popular story (Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland, Gulliver's Travels) and the director's imagination (Hula
Hoop girl, Undertaker, and Jabe playing ‘herself as a myopic and lonely schoolgirl).

The level of visual stylisation in the tableaux sequences highlights the concept of
femininity as a social performance. Women are required to perform a multitude of roles
which are, to a certain extent, social constructs. Similarly, in her powerful creative role
as a dominatrix, Jabe is constantly drawing from her imagination, constructing a new
form of visual spectacle and escapism. The tableaux sequences also serve to inject
humour into the documentary, acting as a counterpoint to the emotional dramas
explored through the interview and video sequences. A level of irony emerges due to
the fact that the audience is familiar with her character from the video footage, and yet
she appears in a multitude of different guises within the tableaux.

In terms of visual style, the tableaux sequences in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life are
inspired by cartoon aesthetics and a painterly, theatrical approach to set design. Other
Australian precedents include Stephen Curtis’s production design work on Tracey
Moffatt's films Nightcries (1989) and Bedevil (1993). Saturated cycloramas of pure
coloured light, combined with minimal and non-naturalistic sets, transport the audience
out of the realities of the observational video material and into Jabe’s escapist,
heightened world.

Due to severe budget limitations, the sets are constructed from inexpensive materials
such as cardboard, plywood and polystyrene. Scenic elements such as the painted sky
canvas were recycled up to three times in different scenes, by varying the lighting and
colour gels or by using black-and-white film stock. These limitations were transcended
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due to the decision by the director, production designer and DOP to establish
theatricality rather than realism as the dominant aesthetic.

Each tableau scene was planned with specific lighting, colour, and visual references. In
the Hula Hoop Girl sequence, where Jabe describes her feelings of gawkiness as a child,
the set references a Tiki aesthetic, complete with carved palm trees, Easter Island stone
carvings, a puffing ’live' volcano and lurid lime-streaked sky. It embodies the fantasy
landscapes of children's books and kitsch islander exotica. In the Calamity Pain
sequence, where Jabe performs as a whip-wielding cowgirl, the set references graphic
imagery from cartoons such as Roadrunner, complete with tumbleweed, lime-green
cactus and distant desert dunes. Jabe's ‘client' is a male dressed as a donkey, who is
whipped and threatened, and suffers the indignity of having his tail pulled whilst trying
to escape from his cruel mistress.

The Queen of Mean scene draws from the storybook world of Alice 's Adventures in
Wonderland. With a limited palette of black, white, red and green, the sets comprise a
simple shaped hedge and single rose bush. The complex costume and make-up design in
this scene are directly intluenced by John Tenniel's engravings in the original
publication of Alice 's Adventures in Wonderland (Carroll 1865), including that of the
w hite-faced playing-card knaves who frantically paint white roses red in fear of the
Queen’s retribution. Jabe's costume is a bondage interpretation of the Queen's robes,
combining ruffled collar, crown, mace and sceptre with latex gloves and patent leather
thigh-high boots.

The Alice theme returns later in the film, in relation to the theme of family and maternal
nurturing. Here, Jabe is dressed as Alice, cradling a piglet as if it were a tiny baby. She
discusses her indecision and ambivalence around her desire for a child, whilst wearing
the trademark pale blue dress, white apron and hair ribbon associated with the Alice
character. However, as we know from watching Jabe's life unfold during the film, she is
far from being an innocent young girl.

Jabe's less-than-innocent persona emerges in the graveyard tableau. Here she plays an
undertaker, complete with a costume of leather corset and latex head-dress with devil
horns, placing a death mask over the face of a ‘corpse' in a coffin. This set is
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particularly cartoon-like, replete with broken headstones, bare-branched trees and
masked human wolves, set against a blood-red sky. The merging of the dominatrix and
graveyard imagery with the supposedly compassionate role of the undertaker creates
visual irony in the scene, through a clash of context.

Several of the tableau sequences which involved Jabe acting as herself as a schoolgirl
were shot at a school location due to logistical reasons including the participation of
schoolchildren as extras. T hese include the ‘school photo' shot, used for the
documentary's title sequence, and the ‘giraffe' taunting scene later in the film. Adapting
the location to match the other studio tableaux meant paring back the spaces to maintain
the theatrical visual approach.

Attention was paid to the costume design details : Jabe was dressed in a large replica of
the school uniform, complete with thick vcoke-bottle’ glasses and hair in pigtails. She is
oversized and different from her young ‘classmates’. From the very start of the film,
then, Jabe's self-consciousness about her appearance, due to the symptoms of Marfan
Syndrome, is established. The stylised title sequence helps to set the overall tone of the
film, which is simultaneously melancholy and playful.

The tableaux scenes, though varied in design treatment and visual content, are
consistent in their use of theatrical design, bold colour, minimal hand-carved nonnaturalistic sets, and relatively static performances. Visual cohesion is achieved through
the camera's central placement, the use of the wide establishing-shot and the close-up
for dialogue. The tableaux merge the wild imagery of the imagination with popular
culture, and represent Jabe as the performing documentary subject. The use of the
tableau vivant form in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life represents a bold merging of the
documentary and fantasy genres.

The objectified body

Jabe often spoke about feeling objectified as a medical specimen, and in response to
this, another major visual strand, the Objectified Body, was devised for Jabe Babe - A
Heightened Life. A series of sequences show Jabe’s body being measured and analysed
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by a 'doctor', who is in fact a performer. The design of these ‘objective' black-andwhite medical measuring scenes was informed by visual research into medical and
forensic photography.

In order to establish a style for the black-and-white 'objective’ scenes of Jabe's body, I
referenced medical textbooks, anthropometric body-measuring manuals, Marfan
Syndrome information sources, and forensic photography technical guides. The formal
camera techniques of medical photography also informed the planning of set design,
costume design, camera angles and composition in the medical reconstruction scenes.

Whereas this ‘objective' style of photography used commonly until the 1970s aimed to
be neutral, informative, accurate, and dispassionate, it actually reflected the power
imbalance between the photographer/medical authority figure and the patient. One text
which outlines the camera techniques used in criminal and court photography gives a
sense of the strict stylistic conventions common to the genre:

The proper camera placements to be used when photographing an object are
those that depict the object as it would be shown in construction drawings
made by a draughtsman or engineer. These views of the object are
sometimes referred to as '‘standard” views. They are also known as "onaxis” shots, since they are usually made with the camera located on, and
looking along, an axis or construction line running through the object.
(Ehrlich & Jones 1967, p. 207)

The camera back must be perpendicular to the prisoner; tilting up or down
will cause the subject to be out of the true focal plane, and distortion will
result... The height of the prisoner should be indicated by a scale placed
directly at his left or right side. (Ehrlich & Jones 1967, p. 297)

In the case of medical photography, the posed patient stands in front of a flat
background, painted with various height levels. The frame may be a full length
photograph, known in forensic photography as a 'stand-up’, or a close-up. As with
many photographs of criminals, the expression on the faces of many of the medical
patients found in the course of my research is a combination of fear, sadness, shame
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and discomfort.

Whereas Jabe participated as a willing subject rather than an unwilling ‘object’, her
performance, barefoot and wearing nothing but modest, decidedly demure white
underpants and bra, expresses her past, and to a certain extent current, vulnerability
as a patient with a genetic disorder.

During the production of these scenes in Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life, the camera
was positioned according to the abovementioned rules. In keeping with the stylistic
conventions of the original form, black-and-white film stock was used. This enabled the
clear physical characteristics of Jabe’s extremely Marfan-affected body to be captured
in graphic detail.

The set consisted of a backlit grid, with yardstick measuring scales on either side. The
‘doctor' used a tape measure to emulate the anthropometric measuring techniques used
by geneticists and endocrinologists. Jabe stood passively, arms outstretched, as she was
measured and assessed. A patch was matted over Jabe's eyes to reconstruct the
convention of anonymity. In one shot an artificial scar was recreated by the make-up
artist in order to simulate the wounds from recent open-heart surgery. The camera
captures the full height shot of Jabe’s body, as well as close-ups of her hands, feet,
palette, and eyes. These shots serve to demonstrate visually the physical manifestations
of Marfan Syndrome in the body, thus establishing in the early stages of the
documentary Jabe's physical difference.

Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life set out to visually describe the Marfan body and to
expose the surprisingly common incidence of Marfan Syndrome. Other cases of wellknown historical figures who apparently suffered from the Syndrome are woven into the
script in the final credits, and they include Abraham Lincoln, Ahkenaton, Paganini and
Osama bin Laden.

Several additional black-and-white ‘objective' sequences appear later in the film,
serving to draw attention to Jabe's height. These scenes also display the aesthetic
qualities of medical photography, and they include Jabe walking in front of a chart of
‘average' heights for w omen from various parts of the world (for example, the
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Australian average of 5' 5”, the Singaporean average of 5' 2”, and Jabe's height of 6’
2"); Jabe’s long feet being measured with a metal ‘Brannock’ device (used to measure
feet in shoe shops); and Jabe walking with a book on her head, as though in a
deportment class.

Film image which visually represents Jabe's unusual height

Another studio sequence which has similar formal qualities to the medical measuring
aesthetic is the image of a small baby being measured by a nurse. This occurs in the
film at the point where Jabe is considering her choices in terms of motherhood, and
where she describes very painful memories of being ostracised as a child. The baby in
the shot is extremely vulnerable, thus reinforcing Jabe's medical problems and her
ultimate isolation. All of the measuring sequences are linked through the use of
melancholic ambient electronic music which helps to unify the visual strand and
reinforce the loneliness of Jabe’s physical difference.

On a lighter note, a black-and-white ‘wedding' sequence also explores the visual theme
of excessive height. A short 'groom' stands on a box to be the same height as Jabe, ‘the
bride', as she describes her heterosexual and lesbian relationships. This alludes to the
Hollywood tradition where short actors stood on platforms so they would not be
overshadowed by tall, willowy actresses. The 'wedding' scene in Jabe Babe - A
Heightened Life is a queer affair, as the ‘groom' is actually played by a woman.

A sequence constructed from black-and-white archival footage also serves to reinforce
the film’s interrogation of concepts of femininity and ‘acceptable’ height. A montage of
images from 1940s and 1950s women's deportment classes is used ironically to
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counterpoint Jabe's painful memories of feeling like a gawky, gangly, unattractive
teenager.

The monochromatic and austere aesthetic characteristics of medical and forensic
photography were applied to a range of sequences where Jabe's unusual genetic
condition, body shape and height were being examined. These sequences function to
explore the themes of genetic difference and vulnerability, social acceptability and
concepts of ‘femininity’.

Conclusion

Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life merges an imaginative visual style with the
conventionally disparate genres of documentary, fiction, and experimental film-making.
The design treatment imbues the documentary with a distinct character which sets out to
distinguish Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life from the conventional science or
biographical television documentaries shown by government broadcasters such as the
ABC. The film is innovative in its mise-en-scene and in its use of stylised production
design, costume design, model sets and performance. The visual style draws on and
quotes from a wide range of references from literature, cinema, bondage culture, and the
visual arts. The documentary possesses visual eclecticism, humour and boldness, which
are stylistic reflections of the films's larger-than-life, eccentric and imaginative central
character, and features of the hybrid artefact. The six major visual strands including the
Giantess World, Video Life, Tableaux and Objectified Body are unified by the common
element of Jabe as performer, both in the role of 'social actor' performing her own life,
and as actor performing a range of fictional famale characters.

The production of this hybrid documentary represents my development from
‘acollaborative auteur' to professional writer, director and producer. Challenges
included collaborating with the production designer and DOP to interpret and execute a
range of visually complex scenes, raising the large budget required for the film's
execution, and integrating the numerous visual strands in the edit room to form a
cohesive and emotionally engaging documentary.
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Few scenes were lost from the original script, although a restructure was required to
give an emotional flow to the film. In this sense the project moved from a more
conceptually structured work to become a film based around the emotional journey of
the central character. This marked a shift in my initial directorial intention, but added to
the strength of the documentary as a biographical work, and to the audience’s capacity
to empathise with the central character. Whereas most biographical documentaries made
for television are about well-known subjects, this film uses an original visual treatment
to lift an otherwise unknown subject into public view.

My relationship with the broadcaster SBS and my commissioning editors was positive,
which is not always the case with documentaries exploring new aesthetic styles. Perhaps
this was due to their inherent trust that Jabe’s strength of character would be sufficiently
engaging, or to their willingness to allow the director creative control of the process.
The film challenged 'observational' documentary aesthetics and was considered 'adult’
in content, which led to an 'M' classification. SBS programmed the film in a 10pm time
slot dedicated to international creative documentaries.

The extent to which Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life succeeds as a hybrid film portrait
will be examined in the conclusion.

Notes
1 New York born Irving Klaw was one of the first fetish photographers. He was known as the ‘Pin-Up
King,’ and was most prolific between the 1940s and 1960s, selling photographs and directing several
burlesque films including Teaserama (1955). He is best known for his photographs of burlesque dancers
and bondage models such as Bettie Page. He collaborated on most of his projects with his sister Paula.
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CONCLUSION
In this exegesis I have sought to define the characteristics of the hybrid documentary, in
particular its aesthetic and performative eclecticism. The hybrid documentary may
employ a range of filming modes, which include, according to Nichols's (2001, p. 138)
definitions, ‘poetic', ‘observational', ‘participatory', ‘reflexive* and "performative*
approaches by the film-maker. The hybrid documentary reflects the original vision of
the particular director, and frequently parodies and reworks commercial cinema,
comedy and didactic documentary conventions. An equal emphasis is placed on the
film's ‘form* and ‘content.* The innovative use of performance and visual style enables
the hybrid documentary to transcend parochial concerns and reach a wider audience by
entering the international marketplace.

Hybrid films draw inspiration from avant-garde cinema and media art, and similarly,
often choose ‘outsider* subjects as their focus. In recent years they have shifted from a
position considered marginal by government and cable television programmers to a
place where they are now commissioned by innovative networks such as SBS, Channel
4 and Arte, keen to attract a variety of niche audiences. This form was pioneered by
experimental, feminist and queer filmmakers as a way to bring alternative and
marginalised positions into the public discourse. Hybrid documentaries use a visually
stylised aesthetic, and seek to engage the subject as participant rather than victim.
However, unlike the avant-garde, which primarily seeks to critique the processes, ethics
and economics of media production through the short film or video form, hybrid
documentaries seek to fully integrate stylistic invention with the representation of the
film subject, addressing personal, social, political, economic as well as aesthetic issues.

Hybrid documentary is eclectic and self-reflexive in its acknowledgement and critique
of mass media forms. For example, Tarnation (Caouette 2003) displays these
characteristics, whilst documentaries such as Cane Toads - An Unnatural History
(Tewis 1987) ironically rework familiar documentary conventions such as the ‘voice of
God* or the ‘talking head* interview. Alternatively, hybrid films may reconstruct
sequences which reflect various genres such as the science documentary, the horror
film, current affairs, or the instructional film. The Thin Blue Line (Morris 1987) makes
extensive use of stylised fictional recreations. Hybrid documentaries may be studio or
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location based, or both, as in the case of Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life. Most have a
tendency towards the performative, as demonstrated in Drinking for England (Hill
1998) and Tongues Untied (Riggs 1989). As examined in Chapter 1, sometimes the
performer is the filmmaker or the photographer, other times the film subject, or a
professional performer posing as a social actor.

The production of Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life highlights the strengths and
weaknesses of the hybrid documentary. In its embrace of aesthetic innovation, the
hybrid form presents some limitations. Firstly, the expectation that a programmer or
audience may have of what is normally considered ‘documentary’ may be challenged.
They may well ask: Is it a documentary? Is it a fiction? Is it a biographical or science
programme? This is especially relevant to Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life which merges
the forms of medical documentary, biography, performance theatre and video art. This
reflects the inherent mongrelisation or 'in-betweenness’ of the hybrid form. The film
also incorporates visual humour to reflect the personality of the subject in a way that is
rarely acceptable or conventional in television medical programmes.

The very eclecticism which is Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life’s strength can also be its
weakness in terms of exhibition. Where can the film be positioned in terms of
television and festival programming? If the work is stylistically original, how well
will it sit alongside other documentaries or within a themed season of films? These
questions seemed to have concerned programmers more than audiences in relation
to Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life, which has appealed to a wide audience demographic.
SBS programmed the film alongside other documentaries which had screened at quality
international documentary festivals.

The formally demanding nature of the work requires a certain participation by the
audience, employing intentional distancing devices such as the ‘frame within a frame’
and the juxtaposition of observational footage with studio constructions. I acknowledge
that these techniques may alienate those viewers more accustomed to mainstream films,
where emotional immersion and identification are the norm. They may find that their
expectations are disrupted or that they have difficulty empathising with the central
character. These are the potential consequences of my use of irony and formal
experimentation. However, as with many avant-garde films, this discomfort may reflect
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the intention of the director who aims to focus the audience’s attention to the
documentary as constructed artifact.

The production of Jabe Babe ~ A Heightened Life presented certain challenges. During
the editing process I restructured the script significantly. Whereas the script
was originally ordered around concepts such as the tall body, Marfan Syndrome, family
and childhood, the heart, work, relationships, children and the future, during the post
production period 1 constructed a more chronological structure to present Jabe’s
emotional journey. This represented a shift toward the biographical rather than avantgarde mode, as I sought to prioritise and respect the representation of Jabe’s life story
and adapt my directorial approach. This decision was made for the benefit of the film. It
may also have made the documentary more accessible to viewers and was thus
supported by the commissioning broadcaster.

My decision to closely collaborate with Jabe and to present her life story from her
subjective point-of-view resulted in certain structural changes. The original script
included video interviews with philosopher Dr Robyn Ferrell, discussing subjects such
as the aberrant body, medical ethics and the long-term implications of genetic
screening. Due to the editing restructure, these sequences were excluded, as the formal
interview and detached academic commentary of the philosopher would have drawn the
audience away from their involvement and empathy with Jabe, who was not present
during the interview. However, Ferrell’s central philosophical questions have been
woven into the thematic structure of the documentary, even without her direct presence
in the work.

Other challenges in production included the continued absence of Jabe’s mother during
filming, and the lack of participation by her sisters, due to privacy reasons. Jabe’s
cardiologist Dr Richmond Jeremy also declined to be filmed, due to his concern for the
condition of her heart, and his lack of trust due to previous misrepresentation by
television producers. However, the presence in the documentary of Australia’s leading
authority on Marfan Syndrome, geneticist Dr Lesley Ades imbued the documentary
with scientific credibility.
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Even though Jabe Babe suffers from one particular genetic disorder, Marfan Syndrome,
my intention at the conclusion of the documentary was to broaden the audience’s
consideration of genetic difference in a more general sense. I aimed, over the course of
one hour, to present Jabe as a sympathetic, compassionate and witty character, despite
her genetic and physical differences. Audiences would be encouraged to consider the
implication of pre-implantation genetic testing and the destruction of embryos
containing chromosomal or genetic faults. If the likes of Jabe, deemed 'defective’, were
screened out of the population, would society be less diverse and less interesting? At
what point is an embryo, and subsequently, a human, ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’? These are
the broader social questions w hich I intended to prompt through the production of the
documentary. Due to the constraints of the 52 minute length, some of these
investigations into the implications of medical and genetic interventions were somewhat
abbreviated.

The fact that the documentary was commissioned by a government broadcaster also
presented some advantages. Unlike my previous work which was low budget, Jabe
Babe

A Heightened Life was fully funded, which gave me the financial resources to

successfully employ my performance and visual style concepts. 1 was able to creatively
incorporate set design, model design, costume design and sound design as a result of my
collaboration with a professional film crew. This represented my first opportunity to
work full-time as a director. I felt comfortable with this professional environment as a
result of my numerous experiences working as a production designer on fiction films in
the past.

Working within the biographical mode challenged me to integrate my experimental
techniques with those that would help represent the life of my central character. For
example, whereas many of my short media artworks use a non-synchronous soundtrack,
Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life makes extensive use of synchronous sound. The
consistency of Jabe's strong emotional presence and witty character provided a stability
which served to contrast yet complement the film's eclecticism and visual
experimentation. Surprisingly, I did not feel that the requirements of the broadcasters or
funding bodies had a detrimental impact on my ability to innovate with the hybrid form.
T he main challenges were containing the story in the 52 minute length prescribed by
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SBS, and presenting the dominatrix scenes in a theatrical manner that would be
acceptable in the context of an ‘M’ rating.

Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life has found critical and popular acceptance in theoretical,
broadcast and festival contexts since its completion in 2005. The documentary was
originally commissioned by SBS Independent for screening on SBS television,
November 2005, and was financed by SBSi, the Australian Film Commission and the
New South Wales Film and Television Office.

The film won an AFI Award for Best Directing in Documentary 2005, the IF Award for
Best Australian Documentary 2005 and a Merit Award at the Taiwan International
Documentary Festival 2006. In addition, Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life was nominated
for the AFI Awards for Best Australian Documentary and Outstanding Achievement Production Design 2005. as well as the Film Critics' Circle of Australia award for Best
Short Documentary 2005.

Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life was invited to screen at several Australian film festivals
including Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, as well as international film festivals
including Munich, Split, Boston Underground and the London Australian Film Festival
2006. Documentary festival screenings include DOK Leipzig, Sheffield and Taiwan
International Documentary Festivals 2006 as well as INPUT Taiwan and Toronto. I was
also invited to give a presentation on the film's design aesthetics at the World Congress
of Science and Factual Producers (WCSFP) held in Manchester 2006. The international
acceptance of the finished film has been rewarding, considering the original scepticism
of the project by broadcasters in the challenging initial stages of financing. The
freshness of approach has resonated positively with audiences, critics and programmers
across a diverse range of cultures.

The production of this hybrid documentary extended the thematic concerns and stylistic
characteristics developed in my previous short film and video work and enabled me to
develop an original directorial style which reflected the influence of past examples of
experimental media art and innovative documentary. The documentary is presented by
the voice of the central character, Jabe Babe, who had been previously socially
marginalised, yet as a result of her participation in the film has been able to find
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personal and social acceptance. Similarly, Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life has enabled
me to move from the low-budget margins of the film industry into a position where my
experiments with the hybrid documentary form are accepted by broadcasters and
audiences alike. The work joins an expanding body of documentary films which engage
with contemporary concepts of hybridity in order to shock, engage and enthuse
audiences. Hybrid documentary, an eclectic, inventive and subjective mode of
expression, is well positioned to adapt to new emerging interactive delivery platforms in
the future, whilst retaining an influential position in broadcast, cable, festival and
theatrical screen culture.
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APPENDIX i

International profile: the short films and videos of Janet Merewether
Film and media art festival exposure of the films of Janet Merewether include:
Screenings at the 2001 New York Film Festival (Contemporary Case Studies), 2003
MoMA New Directors/New Films Festival New York (Short Before the Movie), and
the 2001 and 2004 Tampere International Short Film Festival Finland (Contemporary
Case Studies, Palermo - ‘History' Standing Still). Cheap Blonde was selected as part
of the 'Best of the 90s’ programme to mark Uppsala International Short Film
Festival’s 20th anniversary.

Janet Merewether's media art work has been awarded both nationally and
internationally, gaining the following prizes: Best Video St Kilda Film Festival
(Tourette’s Tics, Making Out in Japan), Honorable Mention Videobrasil 1996
(Making Out in Japan). Honorable Mention Ann Arbor Film Festival 1999 (Cheap
Blonde), Winner Platinum Remi Award for Experimental Comedy WorldFest
Houston, 2002 (Contemporary Case Studies), Winner (General Category) Dendy
Awards Sydney Film Festival 2004 (Palermo

‘History Standing Still).

Retrospectives of these films and videos have been screened at the Chauvel Cinema
Sydney 1994. Boston Cinematheque, 2001, Arsenal Cinema (Freunde der Deutschen
Kinemathek) Berlin 2002, and the Women Make Waves Festival Taipei, 2003.

Janet Merewether's work is represented in many Australian collections including
Griffith Artworks, National Lending Library of Australia, ACMI, as well as
international collections such as the Forum des Images, Videotheque de Paris, the
Internationaler Experimentalfilm Workshop (touring collections from the European
Media Arts Festival Osnabrueck Germany) and Montevideo: the Netherlands Institute
for Video Art. Films and videos have been purchased by broadcasters such as SBS,
TVE (Spain), RTP (Portugal), Sundance Channel (USA) and ZDF/Arte Germany.

Published work includes the chapter 'Fuck The Mainstream. Let's Make Art’, in the
2003 book on women and the moving image in Australia, Womenvision, edited by Lisa
French. More information on Janet Merewether's films and videos can be found on the
websites http://gogirlproductions.com.au and http://www.maverickmother.net
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SHOT

1

.

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

Opening title
sequence:

GO GIRL

2

TIMECODE

OPENING

Sounds of children playing

CREDITS

PRODUCTIONS
00:02:00:00

in association with
THE AUSTRALIAN FILM
COMMISSION
and the
THE NEW SOUTH WALES
FILM AND TELEVISION
OFFICE
presents
2.

Fade up C/U Book

SCENE 1
00:02:08:00

'This story belongs
to JABE BABE who
started small but
grew and grew...'
3.

CU Model green fibro

SCENE 2

house
4.

CU Model house and

00:02:21:05

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

swings
When I think of my
childhood now
5.

CU Model houses and

two things really stand out

rooves

6. CU JABE looks down

Firstly I was a freak...I
just felt and looked so
different from everybody
else...
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SHOT

7.

VISION

MID SHOT Model

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

3

TIMECODE

SOUND of helicopter

suburban cul-de-sac
5.

WIDE SHOT Model city

SOUND of heavy footsteps

street and Jabe's
shadow

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
Secondly,

I was told many

many times that I'd die
very young
9.

MID SHOT Model red

So, y'know, it's no wonder

house. Jabe's 'giant'

that I chose the career

leg walks through

that I have...

frame
10.

SCHOOL CHILDREN

SOUNDS of schoolchildren

SCENE 3
00:02:52:06

CU TRACK past faces
of school children
JABE (SYNCH)
Camera tilts up to
reveal Jabe's face.
She wears thick

I was always the tallest,
and always in the back row.

glasses.
11.

WIDE SHOT school

SCHOOLCHILDREN (SYNCH)

photograph
Cheese!
Camera Flash
TITLE (SUPER fades
in)

JABE BABE
Cross dissolve to
camera crane up lush

TITLE
00:03:10:17
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

4

TIMECODE

vines
TITLE (SUPER)

JABE BABE
A HEIGHTENED LIFE
Title fades out

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
The first seven years

12.

Cross dissolve from

SCENE 4

vines to MS studio
interview with Jabe

00:03:21:00

JABE (SYNCH INTERVIEW)
of my life I was in the
custody of my mother..

13.

WS Jabe in treetop
studio set

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
I didn't go to school.

14.

MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH INTERVIEW)

with Jabe

My mother took me a lot of
places with her..took me
out at night with her..urn
..took me...yeh..to Kings
Cross...to strip clubs...
I was malnourished

15.

MS studio interview
with Jabe

and..y'know..just not..I
guess not your average six
to seven year-old

i6. MS Jabe in studio
JABE (VOICE-OVER)
and so complaints were made
to the department
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SHOT

17.

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

5

TIMECODE

MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH INTERVIEW)

with Jabe

and I remember it was all
very quick...it was within a
week I was taken off my
mother and put into care.

is. WS Jabe as Giantess
reclines behind model

Sounds of crashes/ trucks,
horns

SCENE 5
00 : 03:58 : 12

houses and pushes
model truck along

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

road.

From the age of seven to
sixteen or seventeen I had
eight foster families.

I

Jabe unpacks model

gather throughout my

furniture and boxes

history of foster homes I

from model truck

was a very difficult child
to place.... I don't know
why...I really don't.
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. MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH INTERVIEW)

SCENE 6

with Jabe
I never fit in with

00:04:26:15

anybody's family because I
don't know how to fit in
with a family...
20.

WS Jabe as Giantess

SCENE 7

sits behind model
00:04:32:00

houses and looks down
21.

CU Jabe's hand

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

6
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

TIMECODE

removes roof from
pink model house to
reveal a miniature

Here we are today at 26
Edminson Ave, St Marys

video monitor inside.

22.

WS Jabe as Giantess

My first foster family, and

sits behind model
houses and looks down
into house
22.

CU interior pink

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

SCENE

8

model house with
miniature video
monitor inside.

I was seven when I came
here...six or seven...I'm
thinking

Jabe speaks on video

seven

though..yeh..

screen

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
Jabe walks in front
of house on video
screen

This was my first step into
the system and one of the
most bizarre families I
lived with. Pauline

24.

FULL SCREEN video

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

CU Jabe speaks

Was the matriarch. She was
definitely the boss. No
mistakes
No mucking up, no
accidents..
never. . y' know...and that' s
really hard to deal with

00 :04:46 :08
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AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

7
TIMECODE

when you're a really unco,
gawky, don't-know-what'sgoing-on child.
The feather duster was the
form of discipline in this
house, and not the furry
end...
First time I had..been
woken in the middle of the
night and had a torch shone
up my arse searching for
worms...
I wet my bed and my face
was rubbed in it and I had
to hand wash my sheets.
Like, I'm six or
seven. .y'know..J ' ve come
from
y'know , seven years of not
being able to see
propabl..properly, of
eating y'know chock bits
and pepsi for breakfast and
doing whatever the fuck I
liked, with a crazy mother
and a, and a nanna..

25.

ECU Video screen -

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

Jabe speaks
I think my mother kidnapped
me from here once..

00:05:54:07
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SHOT

26.

VISION

MS studio interview

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

JABE (SYNCH INTERVIEW)

with Jabe
She missed me a lot, a lot,
a lot. She wasn't allowed
to know where I was living
at this stage

27.

MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH INTERVIEW)

with Jabe
I remember her climbing
through my bedroom window
in the middle of the night
and wrapping me up in ail
my blankets and passing me
out the window to her
friends, her accomplices.
28.

MS studio interview

I was however retrieved

with Jabe

from her house the next
day. .

29.

ECU Video screen -

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

Jabe speaks
Yeh, I got accused of
stealing here and I didn't
steal this little playboy
pin.
I think that was the reason
they chose not to keep
me...the pin, the pin went

8
TIMECODE
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

9

TIMECODE

missing..
30.

CU interior pink

I mean I understand it must

model house with

be a kind of a very strange

miniature video

thing to foster a child and

monitor inside.

stuff but if you can't deal
with it and if you can't be

Jabe speaks on video
screen
Jabe's hand places

nice to them then you're
really..are in the wrong
job, you know...

roof back on model
house
31.

Child-like stick

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 9

figure drawing of
girl standing beside
house
32.

One good thing about my

00:06:51:15

first foster family

CU Photo of Jabe as

They noticed that I was

schoolgirl

pretty blind, so they took

SCENE 10
00:06:56:03

me for lots of medical
tests

33.

WS B/W Jabe stands

SOUNDS of operating theatre

SCENE 11

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

00:07:02:23

against measuring grid
on wall, wearing
underwear

and thus I got diagnosed
with Marfan Syndrome.

DR ADES (VOICE-OVER)
The classic person with
Marfan Syndrome would have
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

tall stature,
proportionately long limbs
compared to the trunk which
we call dolichostenomelia.
34.

MS B/W Jabe stands

Reduced upper to lower

with her arms out.

segment ratio. Pectus

She is measured by a

excavatum that's moderate

' Doctor'.

in severity.
Dolichostenomelia.
Recurrent or incisional

35.

CU B/W Jabe chest.

herniae, Striae distensae..

'Doctor' moves

stretch marks.

stethoscope around

Calcification of the mitral

parts of chest.

valve annulus.... an
abnormality in the shape of
the chest wall.

36.

ECU B/W Jabe's eyes.

Dilatation or dissection of

She tilts her head

the descending thoracic or

back and opens mouth.

abdominal aorta. High
arched palette. Long face,

37.

CU B/W Jabe's eyes.

a flat mid-face and down

'Doctor' measures the

slanting eyes. Abnormally

circumference of her

flat cornea.

skull with tape
measure.

38. CU B/W Jabe's hand.

39.

Hypoplastic iris. Ectopia

Thumb is pulled back.

Lentis.

CU B/W Jabe's hand.

Arachnodactyly - so very

10

TIMECODE
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

'Doctor' measures

long spider-like fingers.

hand with tape

Joint hypermobility.

11

TIMECODE

measure.
40.

CU B/W Jabe's feet.

Medial displacement of the
medial malleolus. Flat
feet.

41.

WS Jabe stands against Dilatation of the main
measuring grid.

pulmonary artery,

(voice montage)
which can cause nerve root
compression which can
actually cause abdominal
pain which can mimic an
abdominal emergency.

42.

CU VIDEO - Jabe

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 12

Complete strangers

00 :08:04 :05

standing in train.
feel it absolutely
necessary
MS VIDEO - Woman
demonstrates toy in
shop.

to comment on my
appearance, ah

WS VIDEO - Jabe in
shop.

how tall I am, what I'm
wearing.

WS VIDEO - Jabe in
market.
WS VIDEO - Jabe in

If I'm wearing high shoes,
why am

market
I wearing high shoes? Why

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script © 2005 Janet Merewether
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUETIMECODE

are you asking me such a
WS VIDEO - Jabe in
market

43.

stupid question.
'Cos I am,

'Cos I want to...

WS Camera cranes down

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

into model city,

You know it's like, you

stopping at a window

don't need it. Well, who

on the model

says I don't need it?

hospital.

Who does need it?

SCENE 13
00:08:28:03

SOUNDS of sirens.
Jabe's giant leg

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

walks through frame
I've always had to see
past hospital window.
heaps of specialists,

44.

MS Hospital window.

but today's the first time

SCENE 14

I'm going to see Dr Ades.
Jabe's hand pulls
back curtain to
reveal video image of
Dr Ades measuring

00 : 08 : 46:00

She's a geneticist at the
Westmead Hospital and I'm
told she's a real expert on
Marfan Syndrome.

Jabe in hospital.

DR ADES (VOICE-OVER)
Marfan Syndrome is a
C/U VIDEO interview
with Dr Ades.

connective tissue disorder
that is genetic and is
located..the gene for it is
located on Chromosome 15

45.

ECU Video screen -

DR ADES (SYNCH - VIDEO)

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script

SHOT

© 2005 Janet Merewether

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

13
TIMECODE

interview with Dr
Ades.

So for example you could
have a mistake in the
fibrillin gene or the FBN1
gene which is what causes
Marfan Syndrome.

46. MS Hospital window
and video screen.

The most worrying concern
is obviously of progressive
aortic root dilatation

Dr Ades speaks on
video screen

which may lead to
spontaneous rupture of the
aorta which is a lethal
event.

47.

CU Jabe as Giantess

DR ADES (VOICE-OVER)
30 years ago

48.

FULL SCREEN video

DR ADES (SYNCH - VIDEO)

Interview with Dr
Ades.

urn..without surgery for an
enlarged aorta the survival
was about thirty to thirty
five years so commonly
people would spontaneously
die driving their car home
or out on the basketball
court or whatever.

49. FULL SCREEN video

For example in Jabe's

Interview with Dr

situation, if she'd been

Ades.

born thirty years earlier

SCENE 15
00:09:48:17

than she had then ah.. she
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

14
TIMECODE

wouldn't be alive today,
you know ... or the chances
are that she wouldn't be
alive today.
Two shot - Dr Ades
has a consultation

We can start by asking you

with Jabe.

what you hope to get out of
today's session, the sorts
of questions that you have
so that we have an idea
where you're coming from.

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
What's going to happen?

DR ADES (SYNCH)
Have you read a lot about
Marfan's
Syndrome or do you feel
well informed about it or..

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Yeh..I basically put it
down to
y' know missing a glue
gene...everything just grows
and grows and grows..

50.

FULL SCREEN video

DR ADES

(VOICE-OVER)

00:10:11:03
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SHOT

VISION

Book cover

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

15

TIMECODE

Marfan was actually a
French physician who

51.

FULL SCREEN video

lived at the end of the
eighteen hundreds

Book with
iilustrations. Dr

The incidence is about one

Ades turns pages.

in three thousand..it used
to be thought to be less

Iilustration of foot

common than that, and

deformities.

DR ADES (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Dr Ades CU interview
in terms of genetic
disorder that's relatively
common..urn
If you compared it to say
Down's Syndrome..the
incidence is higher for
Down's Syndrome..it's
probably around one in six
hundred or so now, and for
Cystic Fibrosis it's about
one in two thousand..
But those conditions are I
guess very well known,

52.

WS B/W Jabe walks

DR ADES (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 16

people have heard of those

00 : 10:38 : 13

past height measuring
chart.
conditions where I think

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life'- Post Production Script ©2005 Janet Merewether

SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

16

TIMECODE

the term Marfan Syndrome is
Title super : MARFAN

one that not a lot of
people are familiar with.

CHILDREN'S VOICES (V/0)
Giant! Giraffe! Stick
insect! Giant!
53.

ECU Jabe's eyes and

Giraffe! Stick insect!

thick glasses

Giant! Giraffe!

SCENE 17
00:10:49:15

54.

CU Slo Mo children

Giraffe! Stick Insect!

skipping left to
right through frame
55.

WS Jabe sits on small

CHILDREN'S VOICES (SYNCH)

school chair as
children run around
her

56.

MS studio interview

Giant! Giraffe! Stick
Insect!

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
Amazon, Giantess, y'know,
Stretch,

57.

WS Jabe sits on small

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

school chair as
children run around
her

ah, Freak.
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

17

TIMECODE

CHILDREN'S VOICES (SYNCH)
Giant! Giraffe!
Stick insect! Giant!

58. MS Jabe wearing

Giraffe!

giraffe mask stands
up

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
Luckily for me I had
one really good

59.

WS Jabe as Giantess

foster family

sits behind model
houses.
60

. CU Jabe removes roof

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 18

So this is Sunset

00:11:13:18

from model house
revealing video
monitor inside.

Boulevard.

I lived

Sunset Bvd streetsign
and Jabe speaking to

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

camera on video
screen.

here when I was seven, and
I always thought Sunset

Jabe's hand places

Boulevard was a really,

tiny suitase in model

quite a beautiful romantic

house.

name for a place to live.

Jabe stands beside
letterbox on video
screen.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
This was my second foster
home.
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SHOT

6i.

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

FULL SCREEN video

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

MS Jabe speaks to

I wanted to actually stay

camera

with this family. They were
really lovely.
They had two daughters and
two sons of their own.

MS Jabe speaks to
camera

It was a gorgeous house,
quite big,
and there was a sheep

CU Jabe speaks to

called Nancy, and chickens,

camera

and a pool, and bikes...yeh,
it was tops.
I remember I wasn't allowed
to go swimming until I
learned my six times
tables...I know them now. .

62.

CU model house with

It was nice.

It was good.

video monitor inside.
Jabe speaks to
camera.

I was treated like one of
the family here.

Jabe speaks to camera
Jabe's hand removes

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

suitcase from model

Unfortunately they had to

house.

move to the country.

Jabe's hand places
roof back on model
house.

18

TIMECODE
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SHOTVISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

19

TIMECODE

DR ADES (SYNCH-VIDEO)

SCENE 19

Dr Ades has a

So let's just start with

00:12:16:12

consultation with

your family.

63. FULL SCREEN video

Jabe.
Do you know anything about
your parents?

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
My mum..she's
mental...schizophrenic. .

64. WS B/W Grid with

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 20

She's fifty two.

00:12:30:08

outline of houses.

DR ADES (VOICE-OVER)
And is she a tall person?

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
No she's quite short.

DR ADES (VOICE-OVER)
So how tall?
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

20

TIMECODE

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
About five (foot) six.

DR ADES (SYNCH-VIDEO)

SCENE 21

Dr Ades has a

No problems with her eyes

00:12: 37 : 18

consultation with

or her aorta or anything

Jabe.

like that?

65. FULL SCREEN video

(Jabe shakes her head — no)

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
Perfectly fine

DR ADES (SYNCH-VIDEO)
And do you know anything
about your dad?

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
That he was aboriginal —
but that's coming from a
very fertile imagination!

DR ADES (SYNCH-VIDEO)
OK, so we really don't know
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

21

TIMECODE

anything about that.

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
Yeh.

66. WS Jabe as Giantess

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 22

Mum's a bit of a

00:12:53:08

reclines beside red
model house

pyromaniac.

67. MS red model house

She likes to start fires.

with video monitor
inside

68. FULL SCREEN video

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

CU Jabe puts on make

She's burned down her

up

mother's house. Housing
commission won't give her
another house 'cos she's
burned down so many of the
others.

69. ECU Jabe as Giantess

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

— face lying down
The eldest of my younger
sisters..

70.

FULL SCREEN video

JABE

(SYNCH-VIDEO)
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

CU Jabe puts on make -

and thank God somebody

up

did..committed my..had my
mother committed.
Once again found out that
my mother has escaped. This
is her pattern. This is not
the first time — I'd say
it's about the fifth time
that this has happened.
So she'll ring you whenever
she feels like it, be that
y'know four in the
afternoon or four in the
morning.
It's a really hard thing to
deal with at four in the
morning.
It's like you're just doing
this to spite me.
What — I'm thirty now. I've
said this since I was
sixteen..since I had free
will to go and visit my
mother whenever I pleased...
Can you just... Y'know I'd
trade off size six feet for
a day of clarity with my
mother. I'm curious to see
who Philomena is...y'know I'm
really curious. What did

22

TIMECODE
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

23

TIMECODE

she like to do? What was
she into? What happened?
71.

MS red model house

Who's my father? Y'know..

with video monitor
inside
72.

ECU Jabe as Giantess

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

face lying down
Stuff like that..She was
really moody..

73.

MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 23

with Jabe
Really really moody. Like

00:14 : 28 :09

she could be violent one
minute and then a
completely different
people... person, people, the
next.
74.

MS studio interview

I've been picked up by my

with Jabe

ankles and swung around a
room, and my head's been
hit.. I was hospitalised
for that. She's pushed my
down a set of stairs..and I
got a really bad infection
in my leg.. I was
hospitalised for that as
well., what else?
She's poured scalding water
down my back..

75.

WS Jabe as Hula Girl

SCENE 24
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

24

TIMECODE

in tropical landscape
00:15:09:02

. CU Jabe as Hula Girl

16

JABE (SYNCH)
I was never petite or
feminine like the other
girls..

77.

WS Jabe as Hula Girl
in tropical landscape

78.

SCENE 25

WS Jabe as Giantess
sits behind model

00:15:32:01

houses
79.

CU Jabe's hand

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

removes roof from
pink model house to
reveal a miniature
video monitor inside.

The Christian family I
lived with when I was a
teenager was incredibly
strict.

Jabe speaks to camera
JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
I was thirteen, fourteen
here.
Five of their own
children..

so. FULL SCREEN video
Jabe speaks to camera

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Five foster children and me
as a foster child..so
that's eleven.
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

You know all tall and lanky

si. FULL SCREEN video
Jabe speaks to camera

with coke bottle bottom
thick glasses and no self
esteem. .y'know so
constantly hunched and eyes
to the ground.

82

. MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
The foster children that
were in that house were
treated like a second...like
second class citizens.
We weren't given the same
rights or opportunities as
like the real
kids..y'know..the 'real'
kids.

83. FULL SCREEN video
Jabe speaks to camera

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
I always thought that it
was really unfair that they
got more y'know chocolate
or museli bars or stuff so
I stole in the house..I
stole food..
I used to fake detentions
so I didn't have to come
home because I didn't want
to be here...

25

TIMECODE
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

84. FULL SCREEN video

26

TIMECODE

They didn't accept the
children for who they were,

Jabe speaks to camera

they wanted to mould them
into God's army.

85. MS Church spire with

SOUNDS of church bells

SCENE 26

cross.
00:16:47:01

Tilt down to door
with video monitor
inside.

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
So y'know, you go to
church, you sing you dance,
you clap, you speak in
tongues.

86. MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 27

Pentecostal..Baptist. Like,

oo:i7:02:2.3

with Jabe
I went to a baptist school,
I went to church twice on
Sundays, youth group, bible
meetings...like, hard core
religion.

57. FULL SCREEN video
Jabe speaks to camera

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
I actually believed I was
the Anti-Christ for a
while. Everything I did was
wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong,
wrong.

88. FULL SCREEN video

You covered your Bible in

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script © 2005 Janet Merewether

SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

2-7
TIMECODE

pastel floral prints.
Jabe speaks to camera

89. MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
I was not allowed to wear
make-up whatsoever.

90.

FULL SCREEN video -

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 28

When you're that age and

00:17:33:04

archival footage of
women at deportment
class.

you feel like shit you want
to be able to make yourself

Woman corrects

nice, you want to be able

posture

to try and be attractive.

Feet in high heeled

Y'know, it's puberty.

shoes
I never thought I'd have a
Women walk down

boyfriend. A woman would

stairs

never go out with a shorter
man.
We were made to feel like
shit about our bodies..

91.

MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 29

You know, I'd wake up with

00:17:58:03

with Jabe
someone strange in my bed,
y'know, one of the boys..

92.

FULL SCREEN video

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

You shouldn't get into
Jabe speaks to camera

.
someone's., a young child's
bed if you're an older
male..and touch
someone...it' s just not on,
it's not appropriate
behaviour for anyone, male
or female to invade
someone's space like that,
and under the guise of
comfort or prayer or..you
know..
It's incorrect behaviour.

Y'know..the discipline in
that household was
extreme..like

93.

FULL SCREEN video

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

Jabe speaks to camera

1

saw a young girl get

beaten black and blue with
a stick..in a violent fit
of rage...and I lived by fear
of the stick..of doing
anything wrong and getting
the stick..

94. FULL SCREEN video

It's over.. I don't hate
anyone. But it happened,

Jabe speaks to camera

and it made me who I am
today.

I think the control

and the discipline really

28

TIMECODE

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life'- Post Production Script ©2.005 Janet Merewether

SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

TIMECODE

affected my

choice

dominatrix,

my wanting

be

in

that

29

as

a
to

role.

Jabe walks through
garden

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
That family were very big
into the whole faith
healing..

95.

FULL SCREEN video
Jabe speaks to camera

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

laying on of handstand
for a while there I was
under the impression that
I'd been healed from
Marfan's.

96. CU model coffin and

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 30

If I'd stayed, I don't

00:i9:2i:06

Jabe's giant finger.
think I'd be alive at all...I
don't think my medical
needs would have been taken
care of.

97. FULL SCREEN video
Jabe speaks to camera

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

SCENE 31

No-one ever asked me about

00:i9:32:00

my mother or how the visits
went..

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life'- Post Production Script © 2005 Janet Merewether

SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

30

TIMECODE

I often went..I always went
by myself to meet with her
in somebody's office or
something..

98. MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
Like I'd go to visit her
when I knew where she was
living..and it would be in
forty degree heat and she'd
be hiding behind a bus stop
in a trench-coat, a hat, a
scarf, sunglasses and big
woolly shoes..and,
y'know..come on..
Quick!..somebody's watching
us
Quick! Quick! Quick! Quick!
There was always somebody
watching.. always somebody
watching..

99. Child-like
figure

stick

drawing

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

of
I

girl

beside

with

devil

was

told

that

she

was

woman
sick

and

couldn't

horns
after

100.FULL

SCENE 32

SCREEN video

me..

look

00:20:03:10
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SHOT

VISION

Jabe speaks to camera

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

31

TIMECODE

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
She'd give..my mother gave
me some very crazy gifts,
like crotchless underwear
and stuff like that..which
I couldn't keep.
I think I remember wishing
I could live with her but
knowing that it would be
not right.,

'cos at least

my mother in all her mental
craziness expressed love
and affection for me...she
wanted to keep me...really...a
bit scarily so...
101.WS

SCENE 33

Jabe as Giantess

sits behind model
00:20:38:23

houses

.CU Jabe's hand

102

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

removes roof from
blue model house to
reveal a miniature
video monitor inside.

This is number forty seven
New Haven Avenue and I
lived in Flat 1

Jabe stands beside
letterbox.
JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
and this was my first house
Jabe speaks to camera

without any parental
guardianship.

103.FULL

SCREEN video

I wasn't here for very long
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

32TIMECODE

'cos it just didn't work
Jabe speaks to camera

out...there was a lot of
drugs going on and I didn't
really want to be a part of
that..

CU Jabe speaks to

Not so much drugs...alcohol...

camera
Yeh, it was pretty feral,
Jabe at door of house

J04.MS studio interview

like,

living here.

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 34

I was shopping one day,

00:21:12:22

with Jabe
actually shoplifting one
day, and I felt a bolt of
pain like right down the
centre of me...it literally
rocked me..
It was very quick but
really really really
scary..so as soon as I
could I rang..I went to the
doctor and it was like,
J05.MS studio interview
with Jabe

Well..if you don't have
surgery you're going to be
dead before Christmas.

106.MS

model hospital

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 35

They discovered that my

00:21:40:05

exterior. Archival
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video footage of open

33
TIMECODE

aorta was about to tear.

heart surgery plays
inside the window.
MS Surgeons
CU surgical
instruments
CU Sternum is cut

I was seventeen so I was

open

quite young....The whole

MS nurses and doctors

thing didn't hit me until
years later..

ECU open heart
surgery
CU hands and
instruments
WS open heart surgery
107.CU

B/W medical charts

I'm on blood thinning drugs

SCENE 36

for the rest of my life.
00:22:02:13

Open Heart Surgery
Check List
108.CH

B/W medical chart

— artery diagrams
109.

CU B/W medical chart

There's always a risk of a
blood clot or haemorrhage.
But I wouldn't be alive
today if I hadn't had
surgery.

Bentalls Procedure
110.CU

hand turns page of

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 37

Marfan's Syndrome

00:22:17:20

book containing heart
and muffin diagrams

I actually prefer to call
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

34

TIMECODE

it Muffins Syndrome — I go
to Muffins clinic.
It's good!
in .FULL SCREEN video
Legs walking along
footpath
112.MS

model hospital

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

SCENE 38

I was told that..you know,

00:22:32:12

exterior.
Video monitor in
if I don' t...um. . I have a
window.
very short, you know, life
Jabe speaks with Dr
span expectancy..
Ades about the heart
operation.
So I sort of grew up
iij.FULL SCREEN video

thinking that..

Jabe speaks with Dr

So I have never planned for

Ades

anything in the future..I
have never, you know... and
now I'm thirty., and you
know I never studied, I
never got a proper job or
anything... I

did exactly

what I wanted to do...you
know..
Dr Ades speaks to
Jabe

DR ADES (SYNCH - VIDEO)
So, urn,

the information

that you were given about
you know you thinking that
you weren't going to make
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

it to your thirtieth
birthday or your twenty
fifth birthday..you
know..twenty five or thirty
years ago that would have
been a fair thing to say
but what we know now is
that if you have the right
sort of medical care or
CU Jabe speaks with
Dr Ades

surgical care that you
should have a normal life
expectancy.

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
It's never going to go
away, you know and
sometimes you just get
Mid shot Jabe cries

really despondant with it..
,
_
_ . .
,
and go ..well, fucking why
bother? I've got it. You
know it, I know it.

I've never talked to anyone
about it (cries) Sorry, I'm
a bit pre-menstrual as
we 1 l...oh. . the drama!
(laughs)

DR ADES (SYNCH-VIDEO)

113 Camera pans to Dr
a

Ades

Just look at this at the
beginning and you know we
can't sort of undo what
happened up to this point

35

TIMECODE
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36

TIMECODE

but at least we can try
make you think that there
are people you can talk
to..and..um
114.CU

plastic heart on

SOUND of heartbeat

SCENE 39

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

00:23:56:07

chest

There's a little ball.
Blood goes through and it
goes up and down and thus
it hits

115.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with
and makes a ticking
Jabe

noise..Tick, tick, tick,
tick...ah which sometimes you
can hear, sometimes it gets
very loud, sometimes I've
had to go to a very quiet
place 'cos I can't hear it,
and that's a bad sign if I
can't hear it..

116.VIS

Jabe in bed with

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 40

I had a lover who could not

00:24:26:10

'lover'.
stand to sleep in the same
bed as me 'cos it drove him
insane...and. . so that was
quite awkward.. quite
difficult.
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SHOT

117.VIS

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

Jabe as Giantess

When I was seventeen I met

lies beside green

an amazing girl called

house and removes

Fiona.

37
TIMECODE

SCENE 41
00:24:43:24

roof
jig.MS interior green

I was pretty horrible to

model house with

her at first, but now she's

video monitor inside.

one of my

Jabe walks to house
119.VIS

Jabe as Giantess

best friends ever..

lies beside green
house
120.MS

interior green

That group of friends

model house with

really looked after me

video monitor inside.

after I had open heart
surgery because I didn't

Jabe walks to house
and into front door.

Friend Fiona greets

actually have anyone or any
family to care for me..

FIONA (SYNCH - VIDEO)

Jabe
Put the kettle on...cup of
tea?

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
We've got chicken and salad
and rolls..
121

.FULL SCREEN video

Do you think.. were you
surprised when I became a
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

38
TIMECODE

dominatrix?
Jabe speaks with her
friend Fiona
FIONA (SYNCH-VIDEO)
We weren't really
surprised. We knew she had
it in her...hello, well what
did I say.. when we first
met you you were prickly
and spikey and cranky..but
your friend was nice.
Actually we all went that's
Jabe speaks with her

a really good career choice

friend Fiona

in a way because....
You know...with this, it was
power, you were good at
it., you were getting good
money, so, yeh, we were all
very happy at first when
Jabey decided to .. smack
people around for a living.

122

.MS Jabe as cowgirl

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 42

I could never get a job as

00 :25: 49:04

Calamity Pain, cracks
her whip.
a secretary.
123.WS

Jabe as cowgirl

SOUND of whip and donkey

Calamity Pain chases
donkey with whip.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

One thing that was said to
me from a young age, ah,
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

39
TIMECODE

because of my height and my
demeanour
124.MS

Jabe as cowgirl

Calamity Pain.

125.MS

studio interview

I was quite surly in my
youth.

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 43

That I ShOUld...yOU knOW I'd

00 :26:04:06

with Jabe
be quite suited to be a
dominatrix. And that was
it, you know, that's all I
wanted to do, for a long
time.

j26.MS giant foot wearing

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

plastic sandal

I did an apprenticeship at

squashes plastic

a bondage and discipline

miniature men

house,

127.MS

giant bottom sits

on miniature men

and I have been practicing
for five years
professionally.

128.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with
I enjoy it. It's definitely
Jabe

something where my height
works for me,

129.WS

SCENE 44

camera tracks

along model city

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
00:26:30:02

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script

© 2005 Janet Merewether

SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

street. Giant hand

absolutely.. and I get to

opens the door of

wear you know, really big

building, and the

shoes as well on top, so I

camera cranes down to

end up being, about, six

video monitor

(foot) seven, six (foot)

embedded in the

eight depending on the

earth.

shoes I wear.

40

TIMECODE

And that's really good, I
Jabe as French Maid
leans over balcony.

love that, you know, I'm
appreciated for it..the
taller the better.

Man steals underwear

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

off washing line.

What do you think you're

Jabe disciplines man

doing?
Get back. Stay. Pervert.

and ties him to
Stealing my underwear.
washing line.
I'll gag you first, open!
So you can't yell for help.
Then I'll wait 'til my
mistress comes home!
Disgusting!
130.FULL

SCREEN video.

Man tied to washing
line.
131

.FULL SCREEN video.

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

SCENE 45

CU Jabe speaks to

When I was a submissive,

00:27:14:05

camera.

and I was being disciplined
for cash, and I was doing
role play and stuff like
that as an adult, as a
consenting adult, with
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

41

TIMECODE

another consenting adult,
it gave me...it was very
cathartic for me.
CU Jabe speaks to

And as a dominatrix, as the

camera

person in control, not only
was I in control ..I was in
control of someone else.
And I guess I've always
been a nasty spiteful
little person. I used to
love tying my little
sisters to the bed and
cracking their toes! And
watching them scream in
agony.
I thought it was fun!

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

SCENE 46

CU Jabe as nurse with

I've prepared this with

00:27:52:09

enema device.

warm soapy water. Stand up,

132.FULL

SCREEN video.

turn around, and bend over!

133.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
At work I get to put on a
lot of different
characters. Ah let's see.,
my favourite is...I like
being strict schoolteacher.
It's fun.

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script

SHOT

134.MS

VISION

earth with
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AUDIO/DIALOGUE

42.

TIMECODE

SOUND of school bell.

embedded video
monitor.
Man dressed as
schoolboy plays with

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
Ah, my least favourite
student in the school.

a globe.
Close up book.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

Jabe as teacher

I learned some power games,

enters room.

psychological games...

Jabe points ruler at
table.

communicating effectively.

SOUND of caning
JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
Fourteen! fifteen!

MS Jabe with cane.

SOUND of loud smack.

Jabe canes man.
135.MS

studio interview
with
Jabe

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 47

Some of them muck up to get

00

what they want, which is
more of something..more
punishment, more torture,
more discipline, more
bon..you know, restrain
tighter. So you've got to
work out if

you're being

played for that or if
they're just, ah, really do
need to be taught, and

:28:34:06

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script © 2005 Janet Merewether

SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION
there

are

teach

them,

not

various
you

43
TIMECODE

ways

know,

to
how

to misbehave.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 48

Jabe in dungeon with

They're mostly addressed as

oo:28:58:Oi

slave.

slave.

2J6.FULL

SCREEN video.

A lot of the clients

137.MS

studio interview
with
Jabe

JABE (SYNCH)
are in positions of power,
and, or high stress, and I
think that being
submissive...like, gives
them..you know, they don't
have to think, they don't
have to do it, they don't
have to take control, they
don't have to...all
responsibility is taken
from them.

us.MS earth with

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

embedded video
monitor.
Jabe orders client
into cell.

Get in here!
In!
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AUDIO/DIALOGUE

CU Jabe and client.

If I get

CU Jabe leg.

any trouble out of you Mr

44
TIMECODE

Black and I will sort you
MS Jabe takes dildo

out!

from belt.
MS Jabe slaps dildo
on hand.
139.MS

studio interview
with
Jabe

JABE (SYNCH)
People think they have a
really one-in-a-million
fantasy, but, you know, I
think most fantasies are
pretty common..

i4o.MS Jabe as cowgirl

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 49

I will not do this forever.

00 :29:40 : 10

Calamity Pain holds
miniature man.

Very hard to get into the
real world. Very hard.

141.VIS

tracking shot

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 50

I need new skills, I want

00 :29:48 : 14

follows Jabe as
Giantess as she walks
through model city.

new skills.
I want to do other things
with my life.
But firstly,

j42.MS Jabe as Giantess

I've got to sort out some

SCENE 51

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script

SHOTVISION

holds magnifying

© 2.005 Janet Merewether

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

45

TIMECODE

of my health problems.
00:29:58:10

glass and looks in
window of model

A. Y or V.

building.
143.MS

model building

EYE SPECIALIST (OFF-SCREEN)

with video monitor in
window.

What about the line below?

Magnifying glass
moves to reveal Jabe

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

having an eye test at
the ophthalmologist.

No, not going to happen.

EYE SPECIALIST (OFF-SCREEN)
How about we just do what
we did before. I'll get you
to look through the hole
Eye chart.

but with your left eye this
time.

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Ah..V. H. A. O. X.

144.FULL

SCREEN video.

DR MCKAY (SYNCH-VIDEO)

Jabe and

Can you tell me what

ophthalmologist, Dr

trouble you have with your

McKay, talk.

eyes?
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
Can't see...
145.FULL

SCREEN video.

Jabe and

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

ophthalmologist, Dr
McKay, talk

Like, everything's really
fuzzy.

146.0.

U Jabe as Giantess

looks in window of
ophthalmologist.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
This eye..

147.FULL

SCREEN video.

Jabe and

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

opthalmologist, Dr
McKay, talk

.ms.FULL SCREEN video.

things look fractured.

DR MCKAY (VOICE-OVER)

CU eye is

This is the upper edge of

photographed

the lens which has

SOUND of camera flash
149.FULL

SCREEN video.

clearly dropped down toward

MS eye is
photographed
150.FULL

SCREEN video.

the bottom part of the eye.
What I would do with your

ECU pupil of eye

licence..! would go..

46

TIMECODE
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SHOT

151.FULL

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

SCREEN video

DR MCKAY (SYNCH-VIDEO)

WS Dr McKay speaks

along..put your contacts

with Jabe

in... go along and do the
test and see what happens

JABE (OFF-SCREEN))
OK.

DR MCKAY (SYNCH-VIDEO)
I think you'll probably
scrape in.
152.FULL

SCREEN video

I wouldn't drive at night.
I wouldn't drive at speed.

WS Dr McKay speaks
with Jabe.

I'd only you know just
toodle around the suburbs.

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
Well I really mainly want
it...because I want to work
in the funeral industry and
that's a lot of hearse
driving.

DR MCKAY (OFF-SCREEN)

47

TIMECODE
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AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

48

TIMECODE

Mm.

. VJS Jabe in Graveyard

SOUNDS of graveyard — wind,

with 'dogs' and

dogs howling.

153

SCENE 52
00:30:58:19

coffin.
154

. CU corpse in coffin.

155 .CU

Jabe in black

headgear

156. CU corpse in coffin.
Jabe places death
mask on the face of
corpse.
157

. VIS Jabe in Graveyard
with 'dogs' and
coffin.

158. FULL SCREEN video
CU Jabe reads phone

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)

SCENE 53

Ah...now which one do I ring?

00:31:19:04

book
Jabe dials number
Jabe speaks on phone
Hello Elizabeth, my name's
Jabe.
I'm trying to make some
enquiries.
Really interested in
getting some work in the
funeral industry.

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script
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TIMECODE

I want to do everything..
159.FULL

SCREEN video

What have I been doing?

Jabe speaks on phone

iso.FULL SCREEN video

For the past nine years of
my life I have been working

Jabe speaks on phone

in the sex industry.

I was

a dominatrix for seven of
them, and the last two
years I got more into the
management side of it. Ah,
so I don't know how that
affects my chances or
whatever...oh OK,
lovely...That' s marvellous
'cos it affects a lot of
other stuff...like, other
CU Curriculum vitae

jobs, you know.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
I'll do my CV.

49

I think I

might send the...I'll send
Jabe speaks to camera
both.. I'll send my fake
and my real...

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
So, Thursday at nine, in
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

50

TIMECODE

the morning.
SCENE 54

i6i.CU model Medical
Centre exterior.

00:32:16:21

J62.FULL SCREEN video
Caution-radiation

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

area sign
I'm trying to get into this
X Ray on — no entry

new profession but now my

sign

hip has suddenly become
really really painful., so

WS Jabe lies on X-ray
table

MS Jabe on X-ray

it's back to the
specialists.

X-RAY TECHNICIAN (SYNCH)

table
And breathing out...and stop
CU arm and feet on X-

your breathing there..

ray table. Monitor
and Jabe through
window.
MS Jabe on table.
Technician takes Xray for processing.
X-rays put on light
box
WS Dr Holman, hip

DR HOLMAN (SYNCH-VIDEO)

specialist, examines
Jabe.

Just want to lift your leg
up
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

MS knee reflexes.
DR HOLMAN (OFF-SCREEN)
MS Dr Holman speaks

Sometimes helps bringing up

with Jabe, camera

the reflexes.

swings to Jabe
MS Dr Holman looks at
Xrays

JABE (SYNCH-VIDEO)
I was concerned,

'cos I

want to work in the funeral
industry, so
I didn't...you know....
Having arthritis and being
in

162 CU Jabe, camera

excruciating pain I thought

a

swings around to Dr

might kind of compromise my

Holman

ability..

DR HOLMAN (SYNCH-VIDEO)
What sort of things do you
want to do in the funeral
industry? Would that
include carrying the
coffins?

CU X-rays
JABE (OFF-SCREEN)
Jabe's feet under
desk

I'd like to..

51

TIMECODE
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

52

TIMECODE

DR HOLMAN (SYNCH-VIDEO)
CU Dr Holman

I think that you might find
that difficult and I think
that's going to throw a
considerable strain on your
back, and your hip, and we
know that you have some

MS Dr Holman hands
over Xrays

early arthritis in your
hip. .
And I think to get into
something where there's
sort of heavy lifting
repetetive bending, heavy
lifting is not going to be
good for you..

1

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 55

Jabe as Giantess

I don't think I'm obsessed

00 : 33:33 : 06

leans in to play with

with death, though I always

headstones and

planned my own funeral.

crosses.

Is there a link between

63.VIS Model church.

nearly dying and my
interest in morgue work?
I'm not 100% sure. Maybe.

154.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
I also like peace and quite
at this stage of my life...
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SHOT

i65.MS

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

studio

with

interview

You

know,

isn't

Jabe

a

going

dead
to

ridiculously

53

TIMECODE

person

ask me

stupid

questions...

166.B/W WS

Bride

and

JABE

(VOICE-OVER)

SCENE

56

Groom
Ah

my

been

relationships

have

predominantly

heterosexual..

I've
of

MS studio interview

i67.

gone

out

with

a

couple

girls..

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
It's kind of hard to say...I
always felt like I was the
man, and I didn't want to
be the man...I don't

766.B/W WS Bride and

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

Groom
think anyone should have to
be the man..

169.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
My first boyfriend was
really short..he came up to
like here on me and that

00 : 34: 08 :07
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54

TIMECODE

was really cool 'cos he was
so gorgeous...
170

SCENE 57

.B/W WS Camera tracks
along Model city with

SOUNDS of people screaming

skyscrapers.

MUSIC (orchestrated) starts

00:34:35:16

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
I've been involved with co
workers, slaves even, and
it hasn't worked, and the
Jabe's giant legs

reason I'm thinking it's me

enter frame, and she

is because even when I,

crushes a model

like I've had a break, I've

building underfoot.

you know, still managed to
demolish a relationship.

171.B/W

MS Jabe as

Giantess walks
towards the camera
with a threatening
glare.
172

.B/W WS Interior
lounge room. A man is
reading the paper, as
Jabe the Giantess
bends down to look in
window. She spots
him, reaches through
the window, trying to
grab him as he runs
around the room.

173

.B/W MS man falls back
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55
TIMECODE

in panic
174

.B/W WS Jabe as
Giantess dangles tiny
man in her fingers
before dropping him
into her mouth and
swallowing him.

175.MS

studio interview

MUSIC ends

SCENE 58

JABE (SYNCH)

00:35:35:18

with Jabe

I didn't realise then that
people were intimidated by
me, you know I had no idea
that I was intimidating.
176.MS

studio interview

with Jabe

So I was talking to my
friend about it and she
said 'Well, maybe it's your
eyebrows' and it's
like...oh. .

177

.MS studio interview

I tried to remedy the

with Jabe

situation and change my
eyebrows, but I didn't like
them., so, you know...they' re
me...they have their own
moods..

175.MS

Two Knaves paint

MUSIC (Baroque) starts

SCENE 59

roses red on bush
00:35:56:16

.VIS Jabe as Queen of

JABE (SYNCH)

Mean enters as the

I give the orders around
here!

179

Knaves cower in fear.
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SHOTVISION

56

TIMECODE

And where is my king?
She exits.
jso.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 60

When I started working I

00:36:10:11

with Jabe
actually said to myself
that I'd made a decision..

MUSIC ends
and my decision was to do
this, to, you know, be a
dominatrix professionally,
and forego a relationship.

i8i.MS studio interview
with Jabe

Part of the reason I
stopped working was because
I met somebody that I
really liked..
And while I was working it
was kind of affecting our
relationship, like the
weird hours I did...

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 61

Jabe getting dressed

But now I actually have

00:36:41:08

in front of mirror

time to go out at night,

152.FULL

SCREEN video

which is great..

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Jabe gets zipped up
by friend, tilt down

Nup!
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

TIMECODE

to poodle
CU male friend laces
corset
WS Jabe is laced up
in front of mirror

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
I love to dress up. Tonight
my character is Dance
Commander.

CU male friend laces
corset

My flatmate and I are
meeting my boyfriend later

Swish pan from mirror

at the club

to friend lacing
corset
JABE (SYNCH- VIDEO)
That's enough, dude.

FRIEND MICHAEL (SYNCH-VID)
Enough? Are you sure?

(in

American accent)

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
CU Jabe laces boots
I have nightmares all the
time buying shoes...
same with pants, you know,
t-shirts and stuff..they
all end

middle of my waist

when they ideally should be
sitting on my hips

57
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

183.FULL SCREEN video

58

TIMECODE

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

MS Jabe in front of

I look like a drag queen,

mirror

but that's alright.

MS Jabe being dressed
by friend.
SCENE 62

184.V1S Model Nightclub
Exterior with video

00 : 37 : 26 : 13

monitor in window.
Jabe is in the
nightclub.

185.FULL SCREEN video
Jabe in club —
various shots
186

.FULL SCREEN video

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

Jabe and Boyfriend

Don't, don't, don't

outside club

BOYFRIEND (SYNCH - VIDEO)
OK

i87.WS Model Nightclub

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

Exterior with video
monitor in window.
Jabe leaves club with
friends.

My current partner... he's
like the longest I've been
with someone..
I really wanted
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SHOT

VISION

iss.MS studio interview

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

JABE (SYNCH)

59

TIMECODE

SCENE 63

with Jabe
to give this a go to you

00 : 38:13 : 12

know not be so dominant or
bossy or freakishly
controlling

1

89.WS Jabe as Queen of

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

Mean eats tart
You know because I was so
used to being self-reliant,
and I felt kind of stupid
for needing someone else
and you know needing to be
loved. It's nice to

190.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
have someone express
affection for you without
them having to be told to
do it..you know, doing it
of their own free will, and
stuff like that..
191.VIS

Jabe as Giantess

SCENE 64

places small monitor
00:38:44:02

beside model house.

i92.MS Jabe's Giantess
hand places monitor
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

60

TIMECODE

beside model house
193. CU

Jabe as Giantess

looking
194. MS

Jabe's Giantess

hand turns video
monitor on with
remote control.
JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 65

Interior empty lounge

I'm generally a pretty

00:38:55:24

room

restless person.I usually

195.FULL

SCREEN video

move house at least once a
Interior with chair

year. But I've got a really

Exterior balcony and

good feeling about this

street

one.

Interior with male
friends

MAN (SYNCH - VIDEO)
These drawers are going?
Just the drawers are going?

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Man comes up

Just the drawers..the other

staircase

drawers going too.

Jabe carries stereo

I found this stereo — best
find of my life..

Man descends
staircase
Garbage bag and
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SHOT
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VISION

61

TIMECODE

refrigerator

Jabe

carries

boxes

in
JABE

to

new

I'm
Tilt

(VOICE-OVER)

house

down

from

coming

to

this

house

light
happy.

to

corridor

MS

cat

Not
walks

in

a

bad

frame

of

mind

into
or

anything,

so

...

that

bedroom
makes

Jabe

in

new

big

difference.

bedroom,
JABE

presses

a

(SYNCH

-

VIDEO)

buzzer
Check
a

it

room

I'm

And

service

doesn't

JABE

out!

I've

bell,

got

but

it

work..

(VOICE-OVER)

going

to

make

it

in

with

work

though..

J95.FULL

SCREEN

video

So

I've

moved

excellent
Flatmate
of

CU

pours

Boyfriend

hands

make

in

the

SCENE

66

boys..
00:39:54:05

glass

beer

kitchen

CU

three

BOYFRIEND

(SYNCH

Wednesday

night

the

cook-up

house

BOYFRIEND

-

VIDEO)

seems

(VOICE-OVER)

to

be
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

sausages
I sometimes come over and
cook on a Friday.
When it's all happening
it's like
MS Flatmate makes
sausages
MS dog looks up

BOYFRIEND (SYNCH - VIDEO)

CU Boyfriend in

It's not something I'd do

kitchen, camera tilts

at home..like,

down to sausages then

make sausages..it's a

back to face

little too hands-on for

I wouldn't

me. .

FLATMATE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
CU Flatmate makes
sausages as Jabe

The household preference is

walks in to kitchen.

actually pork..Urbanski
myself and ah..This is
actually Jabe's sausages
that we're making..a beef
sausage

She gets a glass then
goes to the fridge.
JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
I like sausages, I'm just
not fond of pork
Camera pans back to
flatmate making
sausages

FLATMATE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
This

is

beef,

Spanish

62

TIMECODE
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SHOT

VISION
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63

TIMECODE

onion, ground pepper and
CU bowl of sauages

197.MS

Studio — Jabe as

that's about it I think..

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 67

I'm not sure if I really

00:40:53:21

Alice in Wonderland
holds piglet. Camera
tilts up to her face.

198.

WS Studio — Jabe as

want a child.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

Alice holds squealing
piglet.

Ah, when I was nineteen, I
fell pregnant

199.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 68

and had a termination

oo:4i:ii:03

with Jabe
because I was

200.

B/W CU medical chart

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
you know pretty much warned
against carrying the child.
So it was suggested

201.B/VI

CU uterus diagram

perhaps that I have a
hysterectomy.

202.

MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
Yeh..realised that that
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64

TIMECODE

would bring on menopause
and

20J.B/W

CU medical record

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
I didn't want to be a

Tall, malnourished?

menopausal nineteen-yearold.

.MS studio interview

204

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
Yeh I didn't really know
what a hysterectomy was
until it was explained
fully to me. So, you know,
and I understand that they
recommend that for, you
know, people who are
severely mentally ill. I'd
say they probably
recommended it to my
mother.
FULL SCREEN video

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

SCENE 69

MS Jabe speaks with

I don't think that I can

00:41:44:02

Dr Ades.

carry a child because of

205.

the heart problem and the
warfarin problem
CU Dr Ades speaks

DR ADES (SYNCH - VIDEO)
If there was the
possibility to have your

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life'- Post Production Script ©2005 Janet Merewether

SHOT

VISION

AUDIQ/DIALOGU E

own child but for example
someone else to carry the
pregnancy, such, like a
surrogate
Camera pans to Jabe

pregnancy..so..with eggs
from you and sperm from

CU Dr Ades, camera
pans to Jabe

your partner..would that be
something that you think
might be vaguely where
you're coming from?

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
So you could..you could
have a Marfan, you know, a
Marfans mother with a
perfectly healthy baby?

DR ADES (OFF-SCREEN)
Uh Huh..Absolutely..Yeh.

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Does that happen, though,
you know?

DR ADES (OFF-SCREEN)
Yeh, it does.

65

TIMECODE
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Since I had surgery it's
like ah,
205

pretty much, you know, rule

a

having your own children
out, you know..so..

COUNSELLOR (OFF-SCREEN)
It's never entered your
mind?

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
No, that's my whole
thirteen years it's been
like 'No,

'cos I can't.'

DR ADES (SYNCH - VIDEO)
You've lived your life
according to what was told
to you urn many years ago,
and some of that
information is., isn't
actually true any more..and
to then change how you
think..

66

TIMECODE
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SHOT
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VISION

67

TIMECODE

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
206

.B/W Grid. MS Jabe
walks from left to
right

207.FULL

My decision to lead a more
normal life. It really

SCENE 70
oo:42 : 45 :05

tears at me.

SCREEN video.

MS Jabe reads letter

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

SCENE 71

Mortuary

00:42 : 52:10

orientation..very..I'm so
pleased that this came
CU Jabe speaks

about.
It sounds really
interesting.

CU letter

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
Oh look, I'm just going to
apply, that's all I can do.
CU Jabe speaks

It is $153 per semester, 6
hours per week, part -time,
evenings. What educational
qualifications

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
do you have? None, None.
CU Jabe speaks to

But I'm not stupid!

camera
My life is in total limbo
at the moment. Hopefully..
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

68

TIMECODE

I mean, they might want to
knock down my house so I
might have to move next
year, I might get into a
course, I might still have
a boyfriend.
Maybe, maybe, maybe..

208. WS Model Street.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 72

I'm no longer working as a

00:43:35:01

Jabe's giant hand
closes door of
dungeon house. Jabe
as Giantess walks up
model street and

dominatrix. I got pretty
bored with bossing men
around for a living.

crouches behind a

My new job, my foray into

model building.

the real world..I'm working
in an adult boutique in
Kings Cross called Risque.

JABE (OFF-SCREEN)
So this is upstairs at
Risque

209.

MS Exterior Model of

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

SCENE 73

in Darlinghurst, in Kings

00:44:01:12

Risque boutique.
Video screen in
window - Jabe walks
inside the boutique.

Cross. Upstairs we have,
basically you know, toys
and porn.
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

2io.FULL SCREEN video -

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

Jabe dresses model in
adult boutique

It took me quite a while,
you know to find a job

Jabe sits on counter
JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
ah, eh like a, urn, a
Jabe arranges clothes

regular job not in the sex
industry.
Three different versions of

Jabe demonstrates
vibrator

nurse outfit..this is kind
of a bunny outfit.
And I mean look, they light

Jabe holds vibrator

up!

It's tops. It's fun. No

refunds.
Jabe holds giant
dildo

Obviously, on toys..it's
like..please.
Apparently this is the real
deal. I have never seen a

CU dildo

cock this big in real life.
That's the god's honest
truth.

Jabe sits
Stick it to the fridge, or
the wall or whatever. Go
Jabe picks up giant
inflatable penis.

for it.
I was very sheltered in the
sex industry 'cos it's sex

69

TIMECODE
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SHOT

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

VISION

70

TIMECODE

industry, sex industry,
that's all I was involved
with.
Jabe kicks penis.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
I really want to be in the
funeral industry but in the
meantime I have to survive
and have a job and make a
living.

211.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 74

with Jabe
But yeah it's cool..it's
ah.. but you know,

00:45: 03 : 16

I catch

public transport to work,
and then I work, and then I
catch public transport
home, and I sit around
hanging out with my
flatmates or my boyfriend
for a couple of hours and
then I go back to..and then
I go to bed and start it
all over again. That was a
real shock for me.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 75

WS Jabe goes to the

I get the impression that

00:45:23:00
oo:45:23
:oo

motor registry for

if I get a licence and I

her drivers licence.

can drive my car, that will

212.FULL

SCREEN video
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VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

71
TIMECODE

open up employment
opportunities for me..
MS Jabe walks to
entrance

I can go and visit my
friends. You know,

I can

have an adventure that
doesn't involve night-clubs
and seedy things. This one
can involve nature and
sunshine.
So I get there

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

SCENE 76

MS Jabe speaks to her

And my number gets called

00:45:50:02

flatmate.

and I'm like..

2jj.FULL

SCREEN video

I'm here to

do my driver knowledge
Flatmate listens
MS Jabe speaks

test. OK cool...
Ah...um. .you can't actually
get it. And I'm like, ah,
why not? She's like., oh
because you've got
outstanding fines.

MS Flatmate.
FLATMATE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
You don't even have your
licence..you don't..when
have you ever driven?
Camera pans back to
Jabe
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SHOT

VISION

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

72.

TIMECODE

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Train fines..from nine
years ago

FLATMATE (OFF-SCREEN)
MS Flatmate laughs
Train fines..seriously
(laughs)

MS Jabe speaks

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
I was really disappointed.
I nearly cried at the
counter..I was..

FLATMATE (OFF-SCREEN)
You should have..it might
have helped.

214.FULL

SCREEN video

MS Jabe sits at table

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

SCENE 77
00:46:20:01

I have to pay $682 off..man

MS Jabe works out

I am in debt up to my

bills as cat looks

eyebrows.

on.
So $150 rent,

$50 debt, $50

savings,
$32 a week for my weekly

73
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VISION

TIMECODE

transport, so $158 a week
to live on.

215.WS

Model Town — Jabe

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 78

I'm definitely poorer since

00

as Giantess lies
behind yellow house.
I gave up working in the
She taps on door of

sex industry.

pink house.
216.MS

Model house — Jabe

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

removes roof of pink
house.

Ah..this is the last known
whereabouts of Philomena K

Camera tilts up to
reveal miniature

Bromhall...also known as my
mum...um the last time...I

video screen. Jabe
found out where she lived
speaks at her

and I came to visit her

mother's house.
here and I remember that
day because I got ..it was
last year I think.. I got
really upset, because she
wasn't here..and I
just..you know..it happens
all the time...
Can you just be normal for,
you know., but no..she
can't.

217.FULL

SCREEN video

Jabe waves to
mother's neighbour.

JABE (OFF-SCREEN)
He might talk to us.

:46 : 43:16

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life'- Post Production Script © 2005 Janet Merewether
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CU Neighbour

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
I tended to keep away from
Philomena.

CU Jabe
JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Um..she was committed to
Westmead psych ward but
she's kind of on the loose
again.
CU Neighbour

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
You've got no idea where
she's gone?

JABE (OFF-SCREEN)
No

MS Neighbour

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
That's a shame.
She had scars all over her.

MS Jabe

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)
...at one stage, yeh, she
would let people do
anything...

74
TIMECODE

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script ©

Janet Merewether

AUDIO/DIALOGUE

SHOTVISION

CU Neighbour

2005

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
How many children did she
have?

217 CU Neighbour

JABE (OFF-SCREEN)

a

Five. Five daughters.

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
Goodness me I

Camera pans to CU

JABE (SYNCH - VIDEO)

Jabe
Yeh, so, yeh, you know, she
was active!

NEIGHBOUR (OFF-SCREEN)
Yeh.

CU Neighbour

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
But something happened to
her to create that problem
in her mind...surely.

75

TIMECODE
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76

TIMECODE

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
It wasn't just a,

just a

chemical imbalance..

JABE (OFF-SCREEN)
No. No. Not at all.

NEIGHBOUR (SYNCH - VIDEO)
It was more than that.
Something really happened
to her.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
It's..it's really hard

218

.MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 79

for me to communicate with

00:48:10:19

with Jabe
my mother because a) I
can't find her b) she's not
too fond of listening to
anyone. And I don't think
she's there anymore.

I've

reconciled with my mother
in myself. In my head for
sure. And until I see her
again. I mean, all I can
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77
TIMECODE

say is 'Hey mum, how are
you going?
Are you alright?

219.

CU Jabe as Alice in

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 80

I'm not sure what being a

00:48:37:12

Wonderland peeks
through dolls

good mother might mean.
I've always been worried
about passing on Marfans,
Stick figure drawing

but at the same time, I'm

— happy family

not sure if I really agree

220.

with genetic screening.

221.

MS studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 81

It was nice to know that I

00:48:56:24

with Jabe
could have a perfectly
normal child.
Hey, who knows, I still
might have a perfectly
normal child without all
this. But it just..I don't
agree with people being
not..just wiped out because
they've got something wrong
with them. Because,
regardless of whether or
not you're born perfect you
can easily develop any
abnormality.. you can get

'Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life' - Post Production Script © 2005 Janet Merewether

SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

78
TIMECODE

hit by a car and become a
paraplegic..you can get
smacked over the head and
become deaf, you know..it
doesn't..Fate is what it
is., and there are certain
things you can't control
and I think that also, you
know, you should be..you
should love your child and
want your child no matter
who or what it looks like.

222.B/W

Baby is measured

I remember growing up I

SCENE 82

felt so ostracized, and so
00:49:45:07

ugly and so hideous and so
freaky..it hurt..it hurt a
lot. So I guess if I did
that I'd have to...and my
child did get Marfans..and
then again they could get
it worse than me..they
could get it less.. You
know,

I'd want to be very

supportive of that child.

222.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 83

My life didn't start off

00:50:20:23

with Jabe
with a lot of care and love
but I have had some
extraordinary people in my
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VISION

life who
me

224.B/W

MS chest with

love

have
and

really

79
TIMECODE

shown

nurturing.

JABE (VOICE-OVER)

SCENE 84

I was really depressed for

00:50:33:03

scars. Jabe covers
breasts with hands.

a really long time.
hated myself,
225.B/W

CU Jabe's face

myself,

I've

I've cut

I've abused myself.

I've let myself be abused,
225.B/W

WS Jabe stands

against measuring

and up until recently did I
start to feel ok.

grid.
227.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

SCENE 85

I was under the impression

00:50:51:20

with Jabe
that I'd be dead before I
turned twenty five,
so I kind of took that in
my stride and did
everything that I wanted to
do.

228.MS

studio interview

JABE (SYNCH)

with Jabe
I've remembered thinking I
was having a heart
attack..like having huge
chest pains and pleading
with the universe to not
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SHOTVISIONAUDIO/DIALOGUE

80

TIMECODE

let me die.
So maybe I'll hit eighty
and still go..come on come
on I've got a few years
lef t.
229. Fade

up TITLE CARD 1

TITLE #1

00:51:19:00

Genetic testing for Marfan
Syndrome is available and
can be offered early in
pregnancy or prior to
conception by pre
implantation genetic
diagnosis.
Currently there is debate
regarding the ethics of
genetic testing and its
long-term implications.
230. Fade

up TITLE CARD 2

TITLE #2

00:51:32:00

Jabe awaits acceptance into
the Mortuary Practice
Orientation course.
Her mother has been located
and is living in Sydney.
Jabe has also re
established contact with
two of her younger sisters.

23i.Fade up FULL SCREEN

SCENE 86

81
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TIMECODE

video
00:51:43:12

WS Jabe in MRI scan
machine
MS Jabe lying on bed,
moving through
scanner
232.FULL SCREEN video

END CREDIT roll

END
CREDITS

Scanned image of

Featuring — Jabe Babe

internal organs

Writer/Director

00:51:49:18
- Janet Merewether

Producers — Janet Merewether,

Deborah Szapiro,

Georgia Wallace-Crabbe

DOP — Jackie Farkas

Digital Video Camera — Jackie Farkas

and Janet Merewether

etc

JABE (VOICE-OVER)
Hmm. . let's see...famous
people with
Marfan
Syndrome...Abe
Lincoln,
Paganini — he
was a violinist,
Akenaten — he
was an Egyptian
pharoah I
think..And they
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82

TIMECODE

say that Osama
bin Laden might
have it..So I'm
in interesting
company!
End credits continue

©2005 The Australian Film
Commission, New South Wales Film and
Television Office,

Janet Merewether

trading as Go Girl Productions.

END

00:54:00:00
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VIDEO / FILMOGRAPHY - DOCUMENTARY *

A Propos de Nice (Vigo 1930)

Act of God: Some Lightning Experiences 1966-1980 (Greenaway 1980)

All That is Solid (Hughes 1988)

Amelia Rose Towers (Farkas 1992)

American Splendor (Springer Berman, Pulcini 2003)

Anatomies (Chayko 1992)

Animal Love (Tiereische Liehe) (Seidl 1995)

The Arrival of a Train at La dot at [L'arrivee d'un Train en Care de La Ciotat]
(Lumiere Brothers 1895)

At Sea (Fowler-Smith 1997)

The Attack of the 50 Foot Woman (Juran 1958)

Behind Closed Doors (Lambert, Gibson, Fiske, Ansara 1980)

Berlin Horse (Le Grice 1970)

Bodyw’ork (Caesar 1988)

Bolero (Thoms 1967)

Bondi (Winkler 1979)

Calender (Egoyan 1993)

Cane Toads- An Unnatural History (Lewis 1987)

Cannibal Tours (O'Rourke 1987)

Car Crash (Caesar 1994)

Chinese Take Away (Goldman 2002)

Close-Up [Nama-ye Nazdik] (Kiarostami 1990)

Le Cochon [The Pig] (Eustache 1970)

Cosmic Ray (Connor 1961)

Daughter Rite (Citron 1978)

The Diver (Lehtinen 2000)

Dog Days [Hundstage] (Seidl 2001)

Drinking for England (Hill 1998)

Eat (Drayton 1988)

EG. (Hilyard 1990)

Faces 1976-1996 (Ford 1996)

The Falls (Greenaway 1980)

Feltham Sings (Hill 2002)

Une Femme esl une femme | A Woman is a Woman] (Godard 1961)
Festen [The Celebration] (Vinterberg 1998)

A Film For Discussion (Sydney Women's Film Group /
Thornley, Ansara 1974)

Five Hundred Acres (Lehmann 1996)

Floating World (Anastas 1997)

Gap-Toothed Women (Blanks 1987)

Girl Power (Benning 1992)

The Gleaners and I [Les Glaneurs et La Glaneuse] (Varda 2002)

Good News or: Of Paperboys, Dead Dogs, and Other Viennese |Good New
von Kolporteuren, toten Hunden und anderen Wienern] (Seidl 1990)

Good Woman ofBankok (O'Rourke 1991)

Half Life (O’Rourke 1986)

Halftone (Perry 1966)

Harry Hooton (Cantrill, Cantrill 1969-70)

Here 1 Sit (Bell 1996)

His Mother's Voice (Tupicoff 2004)

Housing Problems (Anstey 1935)

Hunt Angels (Morgan 2006)

lei et Ailleurs [Here and Elsewhere] (Godard 1974)

The Idiots [Idioterne] (von Trier 1998).

The Illustrated Auschwitz (Farkas 1992)

In This Life's Body (Cantrill 1984)

Jesus, You Know [Jesus, Du Weisst] (Seidl 2003)

Maidens (Thornley 1977)

Les maitres fans (Rouch 1956)

Man with a Movie Camera (Vertov 1928)

Manufacturing Consent (Achbar, Wintonick 1992)
Moi, un Noir (Rouch 1959)
Les Morts de la Seine [Death in the Seine] (Greenaway 1988)

Mother Dao the Turtlelike [Moeder Dao, de schildpadgelijkende]
(Monnikendam 1995)
Nanook of the North (Flaherty 1922)

Nice Coloured Girls (Moffatt 1987)

Night Mail (Grierson 1936)

Paisa (Rossellini 1946)

Passionless Moments:Recorded in Sydney Australia Sunday October 2
(Campion, Lee 1983-84)

Photo Wallahs (MacDougall, MacDougall 1991)

Les Photos d'Alix [Alix ’s Photos] (Eustache 1980)

Pierrot le Fou [Pierrot Goes Wild] (Godard 1965)

Pleasure Domes (Fooke 1987)

Proof (Moorhouse 1991)

Lapyramide humaine (Rouch 1958-9)

Rapt (Cooper 1998)

Roma. Citta Aperta [Rome. Open City] (Rossellini 1945)

Sadness : A Monologue (Ayres 1999)

Une Sale Histoire [A Dirty Story] (Eustache 1977)

The Selling of the Female Image (Kostanich 1977)

Serious Undertakings (Grace 1983)

Sherman ’s March (McElwee 1986)

Shoppingtown (Caesar 1987)

Sick : The Life & Death of Bob Flanagan. Supermasochist (Dick 1997)

Size Ten (Gibson. Lambert 1978)

Sketch ofAbigayTs Belly (Perry 1968)

A Song ofAir (Bennett 1987)

Tarnation (Caouette 2003)

Techno Dumb Show (Gillies 1992)

Teenage Babylon (Wood 1989)

The Thin Blue Line (Morris 1987)

Tobias Icarus Age 4 (Browne (formerly Weight) 1968)

Tokyo-Ga (Wenders 1985)

Tongues Untied (Riggs 1989)
A Trip to the Moon [Le Voyage dans la Lune] (Melies 1902)

The Tulse Luper Suitcases (Greenaway, ongoing 2007)

A TV Dante :The Inferno Cantos I-VIII (Greenaway, Phillips 1989)

TV Garden (Paik 1974)

Ulysses (Varda 1982)

Vivarium (Middlemist 1993)

War Photographer (Frei 2001)

Waterfall (Cantrill, Cantrill 1984)

We Aim to Please (Nash, Laurie 1976)
We should call it a living room (Grounds, Danko 1975)

Wild (Gibson 1992)

* Director credited

VIDEO / FILMOGRAPHY - JANET MEREWETHER

A Square’s Safari (1992, 35mm, colour, 15mins)**
A Slice Of Life Or The Crumbs Of Existence (1993, 16mm, b/w, 15mins)
Surplus Government Asset (1993, Video, colour, 24mins)*
Tourette 's Tics (1994, 16mm/Video, colour, 6mins)*
Making Out In Japan (1996, Video, colour, 9mins)*
Taking Her For A Spin (1997, Video, colour, 5mins)*
Cheap Blonde (1998. 16mm/Video, colour, 5mins)*
Contemporary Case Studies (2001,35mm, colour, 14mins)*
Short Before the Movie (2003, 35mm, colour, 5.5mins)*
Palermo - 'History' Standing Still (2004, 16mm. b/w, 11 mins)*
Knit-Face (2004. Digital Video, colour, 30seconds)*
Jabe Babe - A Heightened Life (2005, HD Video, colour, 52mins)*
Maverick Mother (2007, HD Video, colour, 52mins)

* Writer/Director/Producer credit
** Writer/Director credit

