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Straight Shooters: the films of Albert & David Maysles

In September 2003, ACMI| presents Moments of Truth a retrospective
program of the Maysles’ exquisite works of film portraiture that occupy
a pivotal place in the history of documentary cinema.

In the early 19808, brothers Albert and David
Mayeles, two filmmakers based in Boston, LISA,
pioneered a revolutionary approach to non-fiction
filmmaking that came to redefine the documentarny
for avdiences and filmmakers alika. This movemant,
coined Direct Sinema for its intimate and
spontanacus engagemeant with the documentary
subject, usad the developments in portakle cameras
and sound recording technology to capture the
energy, dynamism and immediacy of everyday life on
film. Liberated from the constraints of scripls,
commentary and sats, the Maysles forged a new
cinematic language by drawing on the fictional
devices of narrativa cinema to create compelling and
dramatic meditations on life-and the human condition.

Tha haysles’ bady of work is dominated by
character-driven documentaries that capture both

the extracrdinary gualities of everyday individuals and
the ordinariness of those in the limelight. Their abilicy
to capturs the secret lives and raw emotions of thalr
subjects cannct simply be attributed to the trust
garnered between the Maysles and their subjects.
Key imagas — tha inhalation of a cigarette, a sip of
liquor from a highball whiskey glass, a sureptitious
whispear of an inviting glance — provide an intimate
inzight into the documentary sulject and give the Tilms
a graater degree of parsonal and cultural maaning.

Unlike the non-fiction films of thair pradeceszors,
which privilegad the political over the personal to
infarm the viewear, the Maysles' films draw on the
parsonal axpariences of their subjects to represent
broader sociclegical and political issues of the tima,
Their intimate portrait of four itinerant bible sellers
in their acclaimad documeantary feature, Salesrnan

[1968), revaals as much about American cuitural pre
—pecupations of the 12602 and the commadification
of religion, as it does about one man's failure to live
the American dream.

In the opening sequence of Salesman, Paul Brannan
hustles an expensive leathar-bound bibla to a poor
Catholic mother while the Maysles' camera cbserves
evary gesture and subtlety of their axchange. The
filrr cuts batween observations of Brennan, nervously
tracing the ornate leather cover with his finger, 1o the
worman shifting uncomfortakzly in her armechair to
revedl the guiet desperation of his sales pitch,
Apologetically the mother declines his offer, as tha
camera crosses to her young daughter bashing oul
a simple but sembre tunz on the piano, As the
melady fills tha soundtrack, tha camera returns to
Brennan slowly shaking his head, not so much in
disapproval, but in the resigned acknowledgment

of his own failings. His trembling voice, furmowed
brow and weary sigh are magnified by the Mayslas
unflinching camera, forming & poignant insight into
the salesman’s fall from grace.

At the time of Salesman's releasze, film critic Pauline
Faal thought Brennan's 'parfammance’ was so
comvincing that she accused the Maysles of
dacaiving viewars through the use of a professional
actor to portray a documentary subject. For many
critics like Kael, the use of cinematic devices of
ficticnal film to heighten the dramatic tension of a
documeantary resulted in a distortion of *truth' and
the decaption of tha documantany viewar. Acutealy
aware of the complex relationship between reality
and their art, Albert Maysles remains convinced that
athics and aesthatics can co-exist:
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r Realify s my caralaker, the provider of subiects,

thermes and ekparences = all of which are endowsd
wilh the powar of truth and the romance of
discovary.. The cioser I adhere o realily, the more
honest and authentic my fales become,

For the Maysles, these “tales' are shaped by

a dramatic logic that engages the viewsr visuaily
and emotionally without ever sacrificing the essenca
af the ariginal material. Givan that the unobtrosive
shooting appreach of Direct Cinema lends itself to
authantlc rapresentation, the Maysles consider the
arganizsation of images and sounds in the editing
process as a creative treatment of reality that can
potently reveal 'artistic truths®.

For contempaorary audlances, the Maysles are
particularly well known for their candid and revealing
portraits of famous artists and sports personalities.
While their subjects are never stripped bare of the
chutzpah, make-up and lights, the intimate portrayals
of these celebrities at work — Truman Capote at'a
book signing for i Cold Blood (W6th Love From
Truman, 1966), Mick Jagger on the Rolling Stones
1269 LIS tour (Girere Shaltar, 1870), Muhammad Ali

ir the match to retain his tithe (Mufammad and Lamry,

19280} — provide a critical commentary on the tensions
batween artifice and authanticity in the documentary

farm, In With Love From Truman, author Truman
Capote describes his aoclaimed novel in Cold Blood
as a literary experiment to ‘produsea a worl af art ot
of factual materal that has the same impact that the
most imaginative literatura does’. With thase words,
Capaote could wall ba describing tha Mayslas'
groundbraaking approach to the documentary form:
to creata a site whare truth and art collide, compete
and interchangea.
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Moments of Truth sereens at ACM! from
Thursday 11 to Saturday 20 September 2003
sae page 14 for details



