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Introduction 

 

 

My passion for documentary stems from an innate desire to both earn and share 

knowledge. The Earth is changing faster than ever, in ways many don’t realise, so my 

hope is that by better understanding our world, we might find healthier and more 

efficient ways to live in it.  

Documentaries can be powerful tools to reach a mass audience, and I believe 

they’re best used when informing, engaging, and entertaining viewers. The purpose of 

this research is to discover how the development of audio and visual technologies 

have changed the form and content of the documentary genre, so I might be able 

to utilise these changes to make films with more of an impact. 
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I aim to make two documentaries over the next few years: a wildlife film and a 

human experience film. Before starting, I must consider how the equipment I use might 

affect their form, which will ultimately determine how my intended audience will react. 
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The Impact of Technology on Form and Content 

 

 

Nanook of the North (1922) was shot on equipment so heavy it needed to be dragged 

by sleds, while 100 years later, the Oscar winning Searching for Sugar Man (2012) was 

shot partly on an iPhone. Have these technological advances resulted in a change in the 

type of film we are presented with? While researching, I will reference the work of David 

Attenborough to study how my preferred field of work is influenced. 

Nichols (2002) argues there are six different documentary modes, or styles 

(expository, poetic, observational, participatory, reflexive, and performative). At the start 

of the 20th century, documentaries were shot on large 35mm cameras which were loud 

and heavy and had no synchronous sound recording. This meant most films were silent 

and often shot in a studio, resulting in two opposing styles: the authoritative expository 
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mode, similar to propaganda, and the alternative poetic mode, which evokes emotion 

and understanding through montage. 

These cameras imposed many restrictions on filmmakers, including Carl Akeley, a 

leading naturalist of the time, who had to create a smaller and sturdier one for his own 

work. It was perfect for wildlife documentary, and was chosen by Flaherty to shoot 

Nanook. This is still happening today, and documentary filmmakers are often at the 

forefront of technological advancements. Mike Gunton, creative director of BBC 

Worldwide, says the need for some equipment is so niche that commercial companies 

won’t spend the time or money to develop it, and filmmakers must adapt and improve 

what they already have – a process called kitbashing. Filmmakers are usually “building 

their own lenses from scratch. Often the reason why you hired a cameraman was 

because he had built that lens, he was the only person who had it” (CNET, 2015).  

The expository and poetic modes are two ends of the spectrum when it comes to 

audience interaction. The expository is too preaching and lacks empathy for the subject, 

while the poetic is not direct enough, and allows too much room for interpretation. I 

have specific messages about environmental issues that I want to make, but I don’t want 

to bark them at the audience, nor do I want the message to be lost in the abstract.  

Sir David Attenborough made his first natural history documentary, Zoo Quest, in 

1954. It has been described by BFI Screenonline (n.d.) as “the father of the entire genre.” 



 
9 

His insistence to shoot on location, 

capturing animals in their natural 

habitats, meant filming on smaller 

16mm cameras. This, coupled with 

advances in technology like 

synchronous sound recording, meant 

the show provided a new level authenticity and realism.  

This ability to shoot on location led to the emergence of two new styles: the 

observational mode, designed to capture ‘the truth’ by letting the camera film its 

subject uninterrupted and unscripted, and the participatory mode, whose proponents 

believe that the very act of being present will influence events. They take the opposite 

approach by inviting subjects to interact with the filmmaker through interviews. The rise 

of this style was amplified by the increasing popularity of home televisions and was 

evident in shows like Zoo Quest. 

Television’s roots in radio led to a more journalistic approach, often utilising on 

screen presenters. It also changed the way audiences watched documentaries. They 

could now watch at home, so it could be argued that viewers wanted to close the 

distance between themselves and the film, searching for intimacy and inclusion. With 

subjects fully aware of the cameras, a bond was forged that did not exist before. 

Figure 1 
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This mode is still in favour today, and is one I will utilise during future projects. To 

teach someone something (as I hope to), they must first understand and relate to the 

topic. Interviews can not only personalise a topic, but also contextualise it for the 

audience. For my human experience film, I will be conducting interviews on camera and 

presenting them as a discussion between subject and audience. I believe this, alongside 

footage of the subjects, will help to create feelings of empathy that will resonate. 

The 1970s brought about cheaper film stock and video cameras, making 

filmmaking more accessible. The lower production costs and simplified production 

process created another shift in style and content. The reflexive mode asks the 

audience to question the form of documentary completely, to think about how films 

were made, and what this means for the content, while the performative mode 

highlights the filmmaker’s own involvement in the process and offers a very personal 

viewpoint. 

During this time, Attenborough continued to create shows such as Life on Earth 

(1979). The improved film stock produced some of the sharpest and most colourful 

wildlife footage seen to date. He also acted as an ‘anchor’ for the series – these weren’t 

just films about wildlife, but films about him interacting with wildlife. His personality 

became one of the defining features of the programmes, and was one reason audiences 

grew. His style of talking to the camera with passion and knowledge is reminiscent of an 
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enjoyable lecture. The audience is presented with information in a two-fold manner: 

through direct speech and complimentary footage. This combination draws the viewer 

in more than either style would on its own, and reinforces the notion that these films are 

primarily about imparting knowledge. This idea of a lecturer leading the audience has 

now become commonplace, with the likes of Chris Packham, Steve Irwin, and Brian Cox, 

all becoming household names. 

While I would not like to present my films, I appreciate that my involvement may 

need to extend from behind the camera. In my human experience film, I am considering 

exploring dementia. My grandfather is currently suffering from the disease, but it would 

feel exploitative and unethical point a camera at him and ask audiences to react. I think 

the approach I might end up taking is similar to that of Louis Theroux, wherein I become 

a part of the film. My involvement would act as a bridge between subject and audience, 

allowing the viewer to see the experience from my point of view. It would include them 

in the story. 

The documentary genre took a huge technological leap in 2006 with the release of 

Planet Earth – the most expensive nature documentary ever commissioned by the BBC, 

and the first to be filmed in HD. The show was a follow up to The Blue Planet (2001) 

which received critical acclaim, huge viewing figures, countless awards, and became a 

new (and profitable) brand of series for the BBC. The shows were filmed on an epic scale 
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and were beautiful and cinematic. The series also began a new trend in natural history 

documentaries: an end ‘making of’ segment. This short behind-the-scenes chapter 

brought to the viewer’s attention just how much work went into capturing certain 

scenes. New technology was highlighted, along with the struggles the crew faced while 

filming. The popularity of this trend signifies that audiences are now intellectually 

engaged with documentaries on a level not seen before (or at least not acknowledged). 

They are keen to learn more about the authenticity of the information and how it was 

obtained. 

Around this time a new wave of DSLR cameras with fantastic video specifications 

hit the market, bringing high quality equipment to the masses. This access allowed more 

people to make films, but with so much new content, something else needed to be 

done to stand out from the crowd. Documentary filmmaker Danfung Dennis says that 

this, for some, meant “the end result is all about image quality, and the narrative styles 

of feature films” (Carter, 2011). Documentary’s rise in popularity meant that it began to 

be looked at differently. If it could generate financial and critical success on a level of 

some feature films, why not make them the same way too? Documentary was no longer 

just about educating or informing the masses, but also entertaining them.  

I would argue that the last 10-15 years has seen the steady rise of a seventh 

documentary mode not yet included in Nichols’ list: the edutaining mode. This mode 
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looks to retain its educational roots, while also hoping to entertain the audience. The 

BBC has been at the forefront of this for some time, placing its natural history shows in 

prime scheduling slots.  

This year saw the long-

anticipated Planet Earth II (2016). The 

programme utilised many new 

technologies that had been developed 

since the first series, including ultra-

high definition (4K), thermal cameras, and aerial drones. To add to the entertaining, 

cinematic approach, the original score was composed by Hans Zimmer, famous for 

scoring films such as Gladiator (2000) and The Dark Knight (2008). This adds to the 

feeling of being ‘must see TV’. The first episode was the most watched natural history 

show for 15 years, with 9.2m viewers (Jackson, 2016), and these figures are even more 

staggering when you factor in how the availability of catch-up TV has changed the way 

we watch television. 

What these changes show is that filmmakers are constantly looking for new ways 

to make their art intimate – they want to bring their viewers into the experience, making 

it as inclusive as possible. Audiences also want this feeling of immersion, and they 

Figure 2 
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continue to buy technology which supports this – HDTVs, surround sound speakers, or 

even virtual reality gear. 

Recent trends in technology highlight other key areas emerging like 360-degree 

videos and virtual reality. I am keen to experiment with these later, as I believe they may 

be the future of documentary. Indeed, Stogner (2014) argues that the style of 

storytelling over the last hundred years has been changing from a more passive and 

observation style, to a participatory and experiential style. It’s no longer enough for 

audiences to simply view something, they want to experience it. If we want to teach 

future generations about the wildlife of our planet, would they be more receptive to 

reading a book or being immersed in a virtual 3D environment which they can explore? 

It might be some time before these platforms are acknowledged on the same level as 

traditional film documentary methods, but audience attitudes are gradually changing 

and becoming more accepting.  
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Conclusion 

 

 

My research has shown that the nature of change is cyclical. A certain situation or 

demand will result in the adaption of technology to suit the need. This, in turn, will 

affect the form of the film, which may also affect the content. With different styles and 

content comes different audiences and reactions to the piece, which subsequently leads 

to new demands, and new technology – and so the process continues. 

Audiences still want to be informed and educated, but also entertained and 

immersed. The entertainment comes from stylistic flourishes, like cinematic scores to 

heighten the emotion, or the anthropomorphism of wildlife to create more relatable 

stories. The immersion comes from cutting edge technology, like infrared thermal 

cameras which can film the night time hunting rituals of leopards, or an underwater rig 
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which captures the mating ritual of Japanese 

puffer fish. This equipment is used not for its 

own sake, but to enhance the content of the 

film and share new experiences with the 

audience.  

It is important to remember that a good subject is the basis of all good 

documentaries. If people aren’t interested in what you’re filming, then it doesn’t matter 

how you film it. I hope that by continuing to monitor the trends in the genre relating to 

audience expectation and feedback, in conjunction with advances in technology, I will be 

able to produce work that is both highly enjoyable and has an educational impact. The 

danger lies in the fact that the cost of equipment is coming down with each passing 

year, allowing more filmmakers to experiment with top of the range cameras in a way 

which would have seemed almost impossible ten years ago. My work could easily get 

lost in the crowd. It is easier than ever before to make a documentary, and yet there has 

been no great surge in the amount of critical or commercial successes available to 

audiences. The best and most popular films are still being made by skilled storytellers 

and filmmakers who have honed their craft through years of training and experience. To 

gain success and prestige, a film can’t just look great, it must actually be great. 
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