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Here's
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how
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to do it right.

By Sheila Curran Bernard

arration is not the worst thing
to happen to a documentary,
but bad narration might be,
which might explain why so many filmmakers want to avoid it at'all costs.

N

David McCullough; and RecordingThe
Producers is "narrated" through an
interview the filmmakers conducted on
location with Brooks. Narration done
well can be one of the best and most

We've all spent way too much time
watching documentaries that were talky,
preachy, hyperventilated, and dull.
But there's also narration that makes

efficient ways to move a documentary's
story along-not by telling viewers the
story, but by drawing them into it.

documentaries funny, sarcastic, spare,
poetic and elegant. Bowlingfor
Columbine, The Donner Party and
RecordingThe Producers: A Musical
Romp With Mel Brooks all have narration
of some sort. Bowling (see below for a
photo from the documentary) is narrated in the first person by filmmaker
Michael Moore; The Donner Party is
narrated in the third person by historian
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Nuances
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Who writes the narration?
Film writing is a different skill than
magazine or book writing. While some
prose writers make the transition successfully, there are important differences
between what works on the page and
what works on screen. Writing to picture, writing words that will be heard
rather than read and structuring a film
story-whether
30 minutes or eight
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hours long-are specialized skills. On
many documenrary projects, the producer, director or editor also serves as
the writer.
If you are being brought in as an
"outside" writer (and are not otherwise
part of the film crew), it's best to get
involved as early in the production
process as possible. This might mean,
for example, that you consult on and off
until editing is under way, at which
point you work on a more steady basis.
As an experienced writer, particularly if
you're an experienced film writer, you
can point out potential structural weaknesses in an outline or treatment and
help develop a "must have" list for production. At the assembly stage, a writer
can help develop an editing script,

Learnjng

focusing not just on narration but on
the structure of the storytelling itself A
writer, ideally, knows all of the film's
storytelling elements well, and plays a
significant role in using them to tell the

strongest story possible.

.

To be brought on as a writer only to
write or polish narration can work if the
film is otherwise in good shape.

the Craft.

titous film that follows a group of college friends as they face their first year
in the job market. In a live action scene
set in a private home, a group of young
women sits down to a fancy dinner.
One of them, dressed in an expensivelooking suit, sets a roasted turkey on the
table. Which narration is useful?
Donna is the most vivacious of

Narration

done well

the group, and the most fashion-conscious.

draws viewers into

Donna, who graduated with high
honors from Harvard Law School,

the story.

hopes to pursue a career in advertising.

However, it can be a frustrating experience for everyone if narration is being
asked to solve or mask underlying problems of story and structure that should
have been addressed much earlier.

Writingto picture
The camera pans along a sepia-toned
still photograph of a wagon train on a
dusty road. To the side, an old farmer
stands, watching as the wagons pass.
The shot ends on a hand-painted sign
tacked to the back of one of the last
wagons: California or Bust. As you
watch this shot on screen, which line
would be more useful to you?
The wagons set out along the
dusty road.
On August 4th, they set out: four
men, five women, and eight children,
determined to find gold.

Which breathes life into the photograph? Which just states the obvious?
Narration should add information to
picture, not simply describe it. Above
all, narration should advance the story
that you are telling.
Here's a second example, from a fic-

We can tell from watching the scene
that Donna is vivacious and well
dressed. ~e can't tell from looking at
her that she went to Harvard Law. That
narration adds to picture.
Another approach is used sometimes
to create a sense of tension:
Donna, the organizer of this gathering, would soon learn that her life
would change in ways she couldn't
imagine.

What exactly does this add? Are you
on the edge of your seat wondering how
Donna's life will change? No. This looks
like tension and it's intended to be tension, but it's not tension. Tension comes
from the story, not the narrator's hints.
Just as you should write to picture,
you should never write against picture.
A common mistake people make is to
write in a way that sets the film up to
go in one direction, when in fact the
film is going somewhere else. For example: We see a group of executives sitting
around a table, talking. Narration: The
board decided to hire a consultant, Jane
Johnson. Cut to a woman talking.
Wouldn't you assume it's Jane

Johnson? If it's not, it's going to take a
moment to readjust your thinking, to
figure out, well, if it's NOT Johnson,
who is it? By then, you'll have missed at
least part of what this woman says.
Suppose the woman that we cut to
is on the board of directors, and she's
explaining why they're hiring Jane
Johnson. The edit makes sense. But the
narration gets in the way. Try again: We
see a group of executives sitting around
a table, talking. Narration: The board
decided that a consultant was needed. Cut
to the woman from the board, who
says, "We were spinning our wheels.
And so..." It's a minor difference, but
an important one.
Words and picture should work
together, each adding to build your
story. Words should also accurately
identify the picture. Suppose that you
are telling the story of a man and
woman who met at a USO dance ihe
night before he was shipped off to fight
in World War II. This meeting took
place in Ohio. But other than family
photos (taken five years later, after he's
returned from the war and they've married and had a child), there are no visuals. There is no footage anywhere of
that particular USO dance, or even of
the club in which it was held. Can you
use footage of another USO dance,
from another state and another year?
Of course you can, but your narration should avoid creating the false
impression that the audience is seeing
the real thing. For example, suppose the
editor cuts in footage of a USO dance
two years later in a different state. The
narration says, On February 2, 1942, at
a USO dance in Columbus, Ohio, Tim
finally met the girl of his dreams. The
audience may think, "Gee, isn't that
amazing, there was a film crew there to
capture it." I think it stretches credibility and, if the audience assumes that this
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couldn't possibly be THE usa dance
on THE night in THE city, they will
see your footage for what it is: wallpaper. From that point on, the archival
value of the footage is diminished, and
the rest of your material becomes just a
bit suspect, deservedly or not.
There is an alternative, using the
same scene, same footage: open the
narration wider. For example: usa
dances were held in gymnasiums and hos. pitals, canteens and clubs throughout the
United States, and it was at a dance like
this that Tim met ~hegirl of his dreams.
You're not writing as closely to that one
particular image; at the same time,
you're offering a valuable reminder that
your characters are just two people
caught up in a time and a situation
that's bigger than both of them. The
footage is no longer generic wallpaper,
but illustrative of an era.
Writing to picture also means that
the words you choose work in tandem
with the visuals. An example: You are
helping to write a film about a team of
cyclists competing in the Tour de
France. You need to introduce Ralph
Martinez, riding for the Americans. In
the scene you're narrating, it's early
morning and the cyclists are gathered in
a village square, drinking coffee or juice,
eating pastries, and psyching themselves
up for a day on the Tour. The specific
shot starts close on a croissant. A hand
wearing a bicycling glove reaches in and
picks up the pastry; the shot widens and
pulls back as we follow the pastry up to
a rider's mouth. We-see a young man
(Ralph), perched on his bike, sipping
coffee as he laughs and talks with teammates. Some narration options:

.

Pastry and coffee start the day fOr

Ralph Martinez and his American teammates. Too on the nose; we can see the
pastry and coffee for ourselves.

.

I

Scriptwriting

getting ready fOr

his third Tour, is riding with the
American team. This won't work,
because the words "Ralph Martinez"
will fall too soon, probably when we're
still looking at a big glob of jam on a
croissant. You want your narration to
roughly mirror the picture and to arrive
at Ralph when the visuals do.

.

Riding with the Americans

is Ralph

Martinez, in his third Tour de France.
This might work; it's hard to tell until
you hear it against picture! Note that
you don't need to say "team" because it
can be assumed. Chances are that by
this point in the film you also won't
need to say "de France." You want to be

only one part of film storytelling; if
you're building toward the battle of
Waterloo or a lifesaving operation or a
statewide chess tournament, get us there
and then be silent. Audiences need to
experience those moments of humor or
pathos or fear, and not simply to be told
about them.
And finally, writing to picture means
rewriting. While a film is being edited,
nearly everything is subject to frequent
change. A scene needs to be cut down
to give another scene more time. An
archival shot needs to be changed
because the rights to it aren't available.
A sequence is moved from the last half
of the film to the first half, and there-

Narration is written to be spoken out
Every word counts, and sentences
loud.
need to be short and active.
as economical in word use as possible.
Better to have a moment for natural
sound than to keep yammering away at
the viewers.

Writingnarrationto be spoken
Narration is written to be spoken out
loud. Every word counts, and sentences
need to be shon and active. In addition,

fore needs to be set up differently. From
the assembly through to script lock,
narration is a moving target.Periodically, the editor or someone else on the
production team will record a revised
"scratch narration track" to be edited
against picture. Eventually, however, the
narration will be "locked" and recorded
by a professional voice.

film moves forward at a rapid pace, and
there is no room for confusion.

Remember, it's the visuals that count

Audiences can't hear the irony contained in the punctuation of the following sentence: "Eleanor was 'sorry,' but
no one believed her." To a reader, it
would be clear that while Eleanor made

in documentary writing. Craft your narration so that it complements the visuals, so that the information being
imparted flows seamlessly into the overall film.

an apology, it was taken as false. To the
listener, it sounds like the narrator has
determined that Eleanor is, in fact,

SHEIlA CURRANBERNARD isan award-winningfilmmaker whose credits indude the PBSseries Eyes on the

sorry, but no one believes her.
Writing to picture also means knowing when to stop speaking. Narration is
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Ralph Martinez,
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Prize and I'll Make Me A World. This article is adapted from her book. Documentary Storytelling: A
Guide for Filmmakers, to be published in October by
focal Press.Order at ww.focaIpress.com
(800)545-2522.
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