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Sitting in his study, William Carlos Williams once revealed to Robert Coles what he considered to be his
greatest problem in writing a documentary about his patients in New Jersey. "When I'm there, sitting with
those folks, listening and talking," he said to Coles, "I'm part of that life, and I'm near it in my head, too....
Back here, sitting near this typewriter--its different. I'm a writer. I'm a doctor living in Rutherford who is
describing 'a world elsewhere.'" Williams captured the great difficulty in documentary writing--the gulf that
separates the reality of the subject from the point of view of the observer .
Now, in this thought-provoking volume, the renowned child psychiatrist Robert Coles, author of the Pulitzer
Prize-winning Children in Crisis series, offers a penetrating look into the nature of documentary work.
Utilizing the documentaries of writers, photographers, and others, Coles shows how their prose and pictures
are influenced by the observer's frame of reference: their social and educational background, personal
morals, and political beliefs. He discusses literary documentaries: James Agee's searching portrait of
Depression-era tenant farmers, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, and George Orwell's passionate description
of England's coal-miners, The Road to Wigan Pier. Like many documentarians, Coles argues, Agee and
Orwell did not try to be objective, but instead showered unadulterated praise on the "noble" poor and
vituperative contempt on the more privileged classes (including themselves) for "exploiting" these workers.
Documentary photographs could be equally revealing about the observer. Coles analyzes how famous
photographers such as Walker Evans and Dorthea Lange edited and cropped their pictures to produce a
desired effect. Even the shield of the camera could not hide the presence of the photographer. Coles also
illuminates his points through his personal portraits of William Carlos Williams; Robert Moses, one of the
leaders of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee during the 1960s; Erik H. Erikson, biographer
of Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther; and others. Documentary work, Coles concludes, is more a narrative
constructed by the observer than a true slice of reality.
With the growth in popularity of films such as Ken Burns's The Civil War and the controversial basketball
documentary Hoop Dreams, the question of what is "real" in documentary work is more pressing than ever.
Through revealing discussions with documentarians and insightful analysis of their work, complemented by
dramatic black-and-white photographs from Lange and Evans, Doing Documentary Work will provoke the
reader into reconsidering how fine the line is between truth and fiction. It is an invaluable resource for
students of the documentary and anyone interested in this important genre.
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From reader reviews:

Ashley Davis:

The book Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities) make one feel
enjoy for your spare time. You may use to make your capable much more increase. Book can to get your best
friend when you getting pressure or having big problem along with your subject. If you can make reading
through a book Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities) to be your
habit, you can get far more advantages, like add your personal capable, increase your knowledge about many
or all subjects. You could know everything if you like open and read a book Doing Documentary Work
(New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities). Kinds of book are a lot of. It means that, science e-book
or encyclopedia or other individuals. So , how do you think about this reserve?

Juan Crowe:

Reading a book can be one of a lot of action that everyone in the world likes. Do you like reading book so.
There are a lot of reasons why people love it. First reading a book will give you a lot of new information.
When you read a publication you will get new information since book is one of a number of ways to share
the information or maybe their idea. Second, looking at a book will make you actually more imaginative.
When you looking at a book especially fictional works book the author will bring one to imagine the story
how the characters do it anything. Third, you can share your knowledge to other people. When you read this
Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities), you can tells your family,
friends and also soon about yours book. Your knowledge can inspire different ones, make them reading a
publication.

Reta Zimmer:

Do you have something that that suits you such as book? The book lovers usually prefer to opt for book like
comic, short story and the biggest some may be novel. Now, why not trying Doing Documentary Work (New
York Public Library Lectures in Humanities) that give your satisfaction preference will be satisfied through
reading this book. Reading habit all over the world can be said as the means for people to know world
considerably better then how they react in the direction of the world. It can't be stated constantly that reading
practice only for the geeky person but for all of you who wants to be success person. So , for all you who
want to start studying as your good habit, you could pick Doing Documentary Work (New York Public
Library Lectures in Humanities) become your starter.

Tammie Turman:

This Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities) is great guide for you
because the content which is full of information for you who also always deal with world and possess to
make decision every minute. This kind of book reveal it information accurately using great plan word or we
can claim no rambling sentences within it. So if you are read this hurriedly you can have whole details in it.



Doesn't mean it only gives you straight forward sentences but challenging core information with splendid
delivering sentences. Having Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities)
in your hand like getting the world in your arm, facts in it is not ridiculous one. We can say that no guide that
offer you world inside ten or fifteen moment right but this publication already do that. So , it is good reading
book. Hey there Mr. and Mrs. active do you still doubt this?
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