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48 NEWSREEL 

material and still not get beaten/trapped. Well, 
we, and many others, are at war. We not only 
document that war, but try to find ways to bring 
that war to places which have managed so far 
to buy themselves isolation from it. 

So, to return to the issue of propaganda. Our 
propaganda is one of confrontation. Using film 
-using our voices with and after films-using 
our bodies with and without cameras-to pro- 
voke confrontation. Changing minds, altering 
consciousness, seems to us to come through 
confrontations, not out of sweet/reasonable con- 
versations that are one of the society's modes of 
absorbing and disarming dissent and movement, 
of giving that illusion that indeed we are dealing 
with "the issues." Therefore we keep moving. 
We keep hacking out films, as quickly as we 
can, in whatever way we can. 

To all film-makers who accept the limited, 

socially determined rules of clarity, of exposi- 
tion, who think that films must use the accepted 
vocabulary to "convince," we say essentially: you 
only work, whatever your reasons, whatever 
your presumed "content," to support and bolster 
this society; you are a part of the mechanisms 
which maintain stability through re-integration; 
your films are helping to hold it all together, and 
finally, whatever your descriptions, you have 
already chosen sides. Dig: your sense of form 
and order is already a political choice-don't 
talk to me about "content"-but if you do, I 
will tell you that you cannot encompass our 
"content" with those legislated and approved 
senses, that you do not understand it if you treat 
it that way. There is no such thing as revolu- 
tionary content, revolutionary spirit, laid out 
for inspection and sale on the bargain basement 
counter. 

LEO BRAUDY 

Newsreel: A Report 

... What we demand is the unity of politics and 
art, the unity of content and form, the unity of 
revolutionary political content and the highest 
possible perfection of artistic form. Works of art 
which lack artistic quality have no force, how- 
ever progressive they are politically. ... We must 
carry on a struggle on two fronts. 

MAO TSE-TUNG, quoted at various moments 
by Kirilov and Vronique in La Chinoise 

In the approximately nine months of its exist- 
ence, New York Newsreel has completed fifteen 
films, with several more almost ready for release. 
The films are frequently very good and always 
interesting, although sometimes much good will 
is necessary to disentangle the web of aesthetics 
and politics at a particular film's center. But 

Newsreel shows in general a vital and aggressive 
willingness to experiment with traditional docu- 
mentary methods in a concerted effort to work 
"on two fronts" and integrate its political com- 
mitment with the movie-making techniques. 

The earlier Newsreels are closer to usual doc- 
umentary form. They do imply that the viewer 
has some knowledge, for example, of the anti- 
war, antidraft movement. But they generally 
take the expository approach dictated by the 
documentary assumption "I was there and you 
weren't." This method is best exemplified by 
Boston Draft Resistance Group, done mostly in 
synchronized sound with some narration that 
describes and explains the group's activities. It 
is clean and straightforward in a kind of BBC 
manner that perfectly suits the incessant rea- 
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sonableness of the Boston Draft Resistance 
Group's arguments and their decision to look 
freshfaced and shorn. This familiarly profes- 
sional documentary form (even down to the 
detailed credits, the only such in the Newsreels 
I have seen) with its radical content is one way 
of attacking the problem. 

Two less successful films about draft resist- 
ance are Chomsky and Resist and the New Eng- 
land Resistance. The frame of the first is an 
interview with Noam Chomsky that is then 
interspliced with antiwar and antidraft activ- 
ities. It was made just after the Coffin-Spock 
indictment, but still has a sense of immediacy in 
its combination of shots from the first Call to 
Resist meeting several months before, an inter- 
view with Coffin, and the actions of several 
individual resisters. Resist and the New England 
Resistance use the same Call to Resist footage, 
but relates it more directly to individual deci- 
sions to turn in draft cards and the political im- 
plications of such acts. 

Except for some close-ups, the camera in 
Boston Draft Resistance Group only records. It 
is a witness, not a participant or a commentator. 
Such an approach appears more purely in a film 
called Four Americans released by Newsreel, 
but edited and synchronized from Japanese 
footage. Before a dark backdrop the four desert- 
ers from the Intrepid make joint and later indi- 
vidual statements about their decision. The set- 
ting is very stagy and frontal; the camera never 
moves. But gradually the men emerge in con- 
trast to their rigid aesthetic format. 

Later Newsreels do not completely drop this 
more "objective" and traditional approach be- 
cause the group preserves a sensitivity to the 
special kind of treatment each subject demands. 
A comparatively recent film like Meat Coopera- 
tive again has a fairly straightforward chrono- 
logical form, while it describes in a Consumer 
Reports manner the growth of a Lower East 
Side community meat cooperative that success- 
fully does away with the bad meat and high 
prices of the local supermarkets until OEO 
funds are cut off and it must close. The second 
section, in which the leaders of the cooperative 
try to get help from the local congressman to 

have the funds renewed, is inconclusive and 
abrupt, like the action itself. But the promise of 
the cooperative, and its potential as an example, 
carries the weight of the film. Although Meat 
Cooperative like Boston Draft Resistance Group 
is aesthetically traditional, it is politically part of 
a propaganda of possibilities that stands op- 
posed to what one Newsreel member called 
"the aesthetically and politically mindless prop- 
aganda of the thirties." 

But the more pervasive trend in Newsreel has 
been films that demand much more from the 
audience in both aesthetics and political re- 
sponse. Meat Cooperative can be called open- 
ended because it suggests the possibility of other 
cooperatives on its model. But films like No 
Game, Garbage, Riot Weapons, I.S. 201, and 
Chicago abandon the familiar documentary ex- 
plicitness and chronological linearity to demand 
more of the audience's attention and engage- 
ment. The assumption of these films seems to be 
that a TV-conditioned desire for pleasant sound 
and sync dialogue is related to a desire for easy 
and unabrasive answers to distant problems. 
Their soundtracks and frequently their spray of 
images are irritating and confusing. The non- 
sync film becomes more radical than the sync 
because sync suggests easy solutions, the effort- 
less marriage of word and image. But these 
films imply that neither the problems nor the 
solutions are easy. Earlier propaganga frequent- 
ly had little aesthetic appeal, while its political 
content was simplistic, schematic, and therefore 
easily ignored. These more experimental News- 
reel films attempt to achieve a more open-ended 
political result by aesthetically radicalizing the 
audience as well. The understanding needed to 
bring together sound and image mirrors the 
understanding necessary to translate accurate 
analysis into appropriate political action. 

NEWSREEL 
Information about Newsreel and its films is avail- 
able from Box 302, Canal Street Station, New York 
10013, or 1374 Fulton Street, San Francisco 94117. 
In addition to its own films, Newsreel also distrib- 
utes a number of political films from abroad, dealing 
with Vietnam, Latin America, etc. 
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No Game, Newsreel's Pentagon film, stands 
uneasily between the "witness" films and the 
more experimental ones. The camera moves 
about the Lincoln Memorial, recording parts of 
speeches, incidents, and faces, and then follows 
the marchers to the Pentagon. The soundtrack 
is a frequently hard to understand mix of state- 
ments by the speechmakers, hubbub, and 
marching noise that synchronizes momentarily 
in a Peter, Paul, and Mary song. Finally, when 
the camera sweeps down a line of troops before 
the Pentagon, a studio voice authoritatively ad- 
dresses the soldiers about the War, and the 
image shifts to Vietnam footage. Although some 
audiences have complained about this voice and 
the way it disrupts the more documentary tone 
of No Game, I found it much less annoying than 
the many pointless wide-angle shots. The shift 
in images is, however, very effective. The con- 
fused charges around the Pentagon give way to 
the overexposed blacks and whites of the war 
scenes; the familiar bushes and trees change 
into the landscape of a lunar world; and the 
helicopter that hovered over Arlington Bridge 
is transformed into an image of malevolent de- 
struction. 

Despite these striking images of the dream- 
world of evil marchers are trying to fight, the 
studio voice in No Game does detract from its 
final effect; it is too authoritarian and its final 
optimism about the value of the march is too 
easy. The explaining and interpreting overvoice 
is feasible for films like this primarily because 
it's cheap. Politically, its effect can be dogmatic 
and abstract, without a feeling for the nuances 
of the concrete situation. Films without the 
direction of an overvoice, on the other hand, 
risk fuzziness or the imposition of even more 
simplistic devices. The Jeanette Rankin Brigade, 
which details a trip to Washington by a group 
of militant women, falls too easily into a series 
of heavy ironies that juxtapose the resolute 
women with a supercilious world of men-cops 
and otherwise. The effect of the march is polit- 
ically inconclusive, and could lead to more un- 
derstanding of the proper use of this kind of 
protest. But without an appropriate or com- 
pelling artistic form, inconclusiveness appears 

only as confusion. 
In Riot Weapons the last image makes a direct 

appeal to the audience to engage the film and 
the problems it depicts: two black New Jersey 
National Guardsmen point out of a billboard 
in Newark, while the camera closes on the 
pointing hands. But the direction of the film 
that precedes this image is unclear. Gun adver- 
tisements in police magazines, publicity shots 
of police tanks, and scenes of riot training alter- 
nate with footage and stills of riots and their 
aftermath. The contrast is heightened by the 
soundtrack: behind the ads is the clatter of 
guns and the shriek of sirens; behind the riot 
scenes, only silence. But the riot sequences gen- 
erally lack any bite or point, in addition to being 
repetitious. What are the demands that the final 
image is making on the audience? If the con- 
trast between the two kinds of sequence is the 
main point, what choice has been made about 
the length of the film? Does Riot Weapons mere- 
ly document trends in police militarism or does 
it also imply that black and white radicals 
should arm themselves too? Is there, for exam- 
ple, a progression from ads for police weapons 
to ads for ordinary weapons? (I could not tell 
when I saw the film.) I.S. 201, which deals with 
a memorial parade in honor of Malcolm X and 
other commemorative activities in a New York 
public school, similarly tries to find some form 
other than the chronological narrative of the 
observing documentary camera. The titles for 
the separate sequences have a screechy sound- 
track behind them (and follow rather than pre- 
cede the events they desmribe). The film does 
capture some sense of the rush of these activities 
and the energy liberated by Malcolm's influence. 
But once again there is a lack of effective rhythm 
in the film itself, an inability to set up its own 
terms securely enough. For a film that deals 
with potential action and movement, I.S. 201 
has a curious lethargy, especially in the shots of 
the destroyed areas of Newark, while an I.S. 
201 panel discussion occupies the soundtrack. 

Talk, as it is embodied in the discussions that 
swirl around political action, forms an increas- 
ingly important part of Newsreel's films. The 
films now in progress concentrate even more on 
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developing a kind of "follow" documentary, a 
film about the dynamics of different groups as 
they get into, learn about, and try to deal with 
the society they live in, to bridge the gap be- 
tween talk and action. Garbage and Chicago 
are the two most interesting and most success- 
ful attempts I have seen so far to document this 
process of thought and action and produce a 
film that has aesthetic form without political 
finality. Garbage follows a Lower East Side 
group called "Up-Against-The-Wall-Mother- 

fuckers" on a trip to throw garbage into the 
central fountain of Lincoln Center as a state- 
ment about the cultural garbage Lincoln Center 
purveys and the mounds of real garbage people 
are living in because of the New York garbage 
strike. The soundtrack is full of talk-jokes, ar- 
guments about the project in earlier discussions, 
commentary during the trip itself, "America the 
Beautiful" in falsetto, and discussions after- 
wards, and more talk about later action to relate 
the existence of Lincoln Center to the problems 
of the Lower East Side as a community. Garbage 
was shot by many Newsreel cameramen and 
therefore embodies many points of view, in its 
images as well as in its soundtrack, about the 
appropriateness of the garbage dump as a reac- 
tion to the fact of Lincoln Center. One espe- 
cially ambiguous shot of a black janitor with a 
broom watching the exuberant Motherfuckers 
go by introduces the idea that those in power 
will never be touched by something as whimsi- 
cal as this; the only effect will be extra work for 
the people who have to clean up. 

Chicago deals with the late March confer- 
ences at Long Villa outside Chicago to plan for 
radical action during the Democratic conven- 
tion. Most Newsreels start with a "teaser" before 
the logo and title. In Chicago it is a seemingly 
pointless ride down a long Chicago street, faster 
and faster, with jumpier and jumpier cuts, until 
the street deadends in the International Amphi- 
theater, site of the convention. This trip appears 
several more times in the film, together with ap- 
proaches from other streets, and rides around 
Chicago by car and elevated. The camera is 
restless-not content, as in, for example Boston 
Draft Resistance Group, to follow along and 

listen to explanations, but dodging in and out, 
breaking away from the conference discussions 
with their endless cups of coffee, speakers, and 
uncomfortable chairs, looking out into Chicago 
for the relevance of all the talk, for where it con- 
nects. The two longest sections devoted to 
speakers underline this problem. A white com- 
mittee leader reports on the arguments, the 
irresolution about what exactly should be done 
at the convention. Then, towards the end of the 
film, a black speaker lists in numerical order the 
demands the convention has decided on and 
phrased with a rigid certainty, while the camera 
keeps cutting back to the elevated train ride. Is 
this the way to Chicago? Is this what should be 
done? 

Films like Garbage, Chicago, Boston Draft 
Resistance Group, and Meat Cooperative have 
a richness and vitality that repays seeing them 
several times. Even the less successful Newsreel 
films are provocative in their deficiencies. Ideal- 
ly, Newsreel is a community of politically com- 
mited film-makers who can progress in artistic 
ability and political understanding at equal 
pace. But practically, people come into the 
group at different levels of sophistication in both 
film-making and politics, make films, and then 
change to varying degrees. Making films that 
strive for some immediacy, with a large group 
and possibly interminable discussions, forces 
the need for a series of compromises, with many 
bad choices being made about both subject 
matter and treatment. Newsreel members admit 
that many of their films contain "cheapies"- 
bald ironies, badly conceived footage, muffed 
effects. But more important is that many News- 
reel films work fruitfully in the terms they have 
set for themselves. The Newsreel logo is the 
words "The Newsreel" flickering violently to 
the sound of a machine gun-the cinematic 
equivalent of Leroi Jones's line "I want poems 
that can shoot bullets." 
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