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Documentary Fieldwork (CMDP 5650) 
 

Theory and Production Course 
Monday and Wednesday 11:00–12:45 

Environmental Design Building Classroom 214B 
University of Colorado Boulder 

Spring 2017 
 

Professor Stephanie Spray 
Email: stephanie.spray@colorado.edu 

Office Hours: By Appointment 
   
Overview 
 
This course is a practice-based introduction to ethnographically inflected media-making. 
Students cultivate the analytical and technical skills to think about, with, and through film, 
video, and sound works while making original audiovisual projects. Students are 
introduced to the concept of sensory ethnography and come to understand its conceptual 
and aesthetic roots in anthropology, visual anthropology, ethnographic film, avant-garde 
cinema, and contemporary art. All readings, theoretical discussions, written exercises, and 
group critiques are integral to production assignments, which are supported by an 
immersive environment for creative and critical reflection and technical instruction. 
Students experiment and collaborate in different ways with images and/or sounds in 
relation to a dedicated field site, where they will create a series of works over the course of 
the semester.  
 
The course is designed to support students who wish to integrate audiovisual materials for 
research in ways that go beyond the merely illustrative or informational. Class assignments 
are opportunities for students to experiment in form and content to explore the full 
potential of moving image and sound; to learn how to engage over a sustained period with 
a specific site for research and media production; and to prepare for projects they may 
wish to pursue and develop later in the course of their graduate studies. Students will 
complete their projects in an environment of group critique, further honing their skills 
speaking to and thinking through the audiovisual. While emphasis of the course will be on 
digital video production, students who wish to complete their final project in sound or still 
photography may do so.   
 
Required Texts 
 
Art as Experience, John Dewey 
Cross-Cultural Filmmaking, Ilisa Barbash and Lucien Taylor  
The Filmmaker’s Handbook, Steven Ascher and Edward Pincus 
I Swear I Saw This, Michael Taussig 
Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, James Agee and Walker Evans 
Notes on the Cinematographer, Robert Bresson 
Theory of the Film, Béla Balázs 
Transcultural Cinema, David MacDougall 
 
The following texts are also strongly recommended:  
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Corporeal Image, David MacDougall 
Minima Ethnographica, Michael Jackson 
 
Course Objectives 
 
By the end of this course you should be able to: 
 

• Shoot and edit digital media 
• Conceptualize and produce innovative audiovisual works 
• Demonstrate an analytical grasp of different traditions of cinema and ethnographic 

media 
• Speak critically about audiovisual works, while describing their aesthetics, 

structure, and formal qualities 
 
Class Participation            (25% of grade) 
 
This is a graduate level course and, as such, I consider active classroom participation on 
par with the graded assignments. Each student will present assigned reading material at 
least twice during the course of the semester, opening classroom discussions with an 
overview of the assigned reading and the critical questions raised by the author(s), before 
opening the discussion to the rest of the class. That said, you will not know in advance 
who this will be, so it is crucial that you prepare by reading the texts closely and take 
detailed notes in advance, highlighting a few key questions for the class. Each 
student is then expected to engage and participate in discussions about readings. A 
central aim of the course is to give students a chance not only to develop their own 
“vision” for their audiovisual work, but their voice as critically engaged viewers/listeners. 
We are not passive consumers, but actively engaged thinkers and makers, and the goal of 
the class is to develop together as a community of outspoken and articulate peers. The 
feedback that you give one another about the work you produce is crucial to the success 
of the class and the maturity and depth of your projects.  
 
Assignments 
 
During this class you will make four projects at a single field site — one phonographic 
soundscape, one silent video work, and two audiovisual works combining a moving image 
track with various configurations of synchronous and non-synchronous sound. The fifth 
assignment will be a revision of any of the above projects, which you will hone and exhibit 
to the class as your final project for the semester. You will also need to maintain a 
fieldwork journal for notes and reflections from and about your field site, which will be 
turned in five times over the course of the semester, with each media project. 
 
(1) Phonographic Soundscape                                (10% of grade) 

 
Create an ethnographically-informed sonic portrait of a chosen field site. Careful listening 
and recording, with headphones, is a must for viable sound material. To give the 
soundscape movement and rhythm, consider employing strategies such as slow 
disclosure, achieved with thoughtful placement or movement of the microphone, or edits 
using software. For instructional purposes, students are encouraged to use the very 



	 3 

software they will use for digital video editing (Premiere, Avid, FCP). Running time: 2–5 
minutes. 
 
(2) Silent Video Portrait                      (10% of grade) 
 
While the previous exercise is intended to heighten your awareness of how sound is 
generative of spatial and temporal experience, this project encourages you to work with 
image alone. How does the moving image feel without sound, or how is it generative of 
imagined sound and other sensorial associations? Using digital video, create a silent 
portrait of a person, someone at or related to the chosen field site. The portrait may be 
shot at close proximity, or from a distance. How do focal length, close ups or medium 
shots, duration, and editing techniques generate feelings of intimacy or distance from the 
subject? What can we learn about or from a person from what they do or how they move, 
rather than from what they say? Subtitles and other text are not permitted. Running time: 
2–5 minutes. 
  
(3) Interview Project                       (10% of grade) 
 
Collaborate with a classmate to conduct an interview with a subject at your field site. Your 
collaborator will frame and shoot the interview that you conduct and later edit. Sound 
should be recorded using a lavaliere microphone on the subject, paired with a camera-
mounted hypercardiod microphone. For this exercise, the interview should be shot entirely 
on a tripod. Questions may be formal or the conversation may proceed informally, about 
topics related to your interest in the field site, or of a more personal nature. You may shoot 
additional footage on location or elsewhere, if necessary and compelling for the interview. 
Run time: 2–5 minutes. 
 
(4) Cinema Verité Piece                      (10% of grade) 
 
Use digital video to shoot no more than 20 minutes of an event/microevent or scene from 
your selected field site, adopting a cinema verité approach, or recording life as it unfolds. 
The scene may be shot with or without a tripod, however it is recommended that you 
choose one or the other for ease of editing. If employing a mobile camera, how does your 
movement add flow or narrative to the shot? “Edit” as you shoot, carefully choosing your 
camera angles and imaginatively creating visual and other associations between your 
shots. Since you are limited to 20 minutes, carefully think about your shots and what you 
might need to build a solid piece. No extradiegetic music allowed. Run time: 2–5 minutes. 
 
(5) Final Project                       (20% of grade) 
 
Refine or recut any one of your previous projects to submit as a final piece for the class. If 
you can make a compelling argument that you do not have adequate material to complete 
the final project, either in amount or kind, you may return to your field site to record 
additional audio or image. The final project must remain within the original running time 
allotted, with rare exceptions and approval from the instructor.   
 
(6) Fieldwork Journal            (15% of grade) 
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You have considerable freedom in terms of content, although the journal must increasingly 
reflect a sustained engagement with your fieldwork site and build upon previous 
observations. Sketches, diagrams, and notes about conversations engaged or overheard, 
may all be included. Although the journal may frequently be impressionistic or banal, 
describing what you do and observe while on site, I challenge you to articulate how these 
impressions come together to form a “personality” that you find unique to that site. 
Crucially, the journal is also a space for you to think through your process as a maker and 
thinker; to conceptualize your work and experiment with ideas for you to pursue 
(potentially) in your media work. Over time, it should become a resource for you as you 
work through what relationships/movements/themes intrigue you the most at your chosen 
fieldwork site, to give you further direction as you work through your media. I also 
encourage you to take notes while you edit, to help you articulate the logics driving your 
viewing and cuts. Explicit references to works screened or readings assigned for our class 
is encouraged. The journal will be collected each time your edited pieces are due and 
graded with limited comments on the following scale: 0 for unsatisfactory, 1 for minimally 
satisfactory, 2 for satisfactory, and 3 for very thoughtful and engaged observations. 
	
Course Equipment 
 
As students enrolled in the course, you will have access to a shared resource of available 
cameras and sound recording equipment in the Department of Critical Media Practices. 
Jason Gnere is the manager of equipment and labs for the department and he may be 
reached at gnerre@colorado.edu for questions about specific equipment. If you wish to 
check out equipment, please the following address: cmdp-checkout@colorado.edu. 
Details about the department’s policies for equipment checkout are available online at: 
http://www.criticalmediapractices.org/officialpolicies/.  
 
Grading  
 
Class Participation: 25% 
Fieldwork Journal: 15% 
Phonographic Soundscape Project: 10% 
Silent Video Work Project: 10% 
Interview Project: 10% 
Cinema Verité Project: 10% 
Final Project: 20% 
 
Classroom Policy 
 

• Our classroom has a no electronics policy. Please turn off all electronics, including 
phones, computers, and tablets. You are expected to take notes on paper during 
class time. For discussions of our readings, please print them out with your notes 
for easy reference during classroom discussions.  

• Give screenings of completed work your full attention. I ask that you reserve note-
taking for only the most urgent of thoughts. I challenge you to give yourself over to 
the work that we listen to or view in class, so that you may more fully be present as 
it unfolds. That said, when viewing works-in-progress by peers, note-taking is 
encouraged so that you may give detailed and specific feedback. In either case, 
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ask yourself not whether or not you “like” a given work, but what the work is doing 
and how.  

• University-wide policies regarding academic integrity, as well as sexual, racial, 
religious, disability, and/or nationality-based discrimination and misconduct apply, 
as do standard for professional courtesy and engagement. If you prefer an 
alternate gender pronoun or name, other than that designated by the class roster, 
please let me know.  

 
Attendance 
 
You are permitted no more than three absences from class during the course of the 
semester. For each ensuing absence, with the exception of documented medical or family 
emergencies, your grade will drop by 3.5%. Be seated and ready for screenings and 
classroom discussions at the start of class. Being late twice counts as one absence.  
 
Disabilities 
	
If you have any disabilities or learning difficulties that make it difficult for you to follow 
course policies, or that require special accommodation, please let me know immediately! I 
will make every effort to accommodate you. 	
 
Course Schedule  (subject to change) 
	
Week One:   Introduction 
   
Wednesday 01/18 Introduction to class and overview of syllabus, and individual 

meetings with students 
 
Handouts for next week: “The Artist as Ethnographer” by Hal Foster; 
“Iconophobia” Lucien Taylor 
 
** Begin to consider and check out potential fieldwork sites. 

 
Week Two:  Documentary Fieldwork Foundations 
 
Monday 01/23 Group discussion of assigned readings; screening followed by class 

discussion 
 

Reading for Wednesday: Transcultural Cinema (Intro and Chapter 1), 
David MacDougall 

 
Wednesday 01/25  Field sites must be selected. Brief discussion of individual sites, 

followed by group discussion of MacDougall reading; screening and 
class discussion 

 
Reading for Monday: Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, James Agee 
and Walker Evans  
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Week Three:  Foundations / Sonic Ethnography 

 
Monday 01/30 Discussion of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men; screening and 

discussion 
 
Reading for Wednesday: ‘Thick Description’ from The Interpretation 
of Cultures, Clifford Geertz; I Swear I Saw This, Michael Taussig 

 
Wednesday 02/01 Discussion of reading; listen to sound work   
 

Reading for Monday: “Doing Anthropology in Sound,” Steven Feld 
and Donald Brenneis. American Ethnologist 31: 461–474. 2004; 
Michel Chion, “Three Modes of Listening” from The Sound Studies 
Reader, ed. Jonathan Sterne; Filmmaker’s Handbook, Chapter 10 
and 11 

 
Week Four:   Sonic Ethnography  
 
Monday 02/06  Microphone and Sound Recording Equipment Workshop 

 Listening to soundscapes in-class, followed by discussion 
 

Readings for Wednesday: The Music of Environment, Murray 
Schaffer; Ethics, in Cross-Cultural Filmmaking, Ilisa Barbash and 
Lucien Taylor; 

 
Wednesday 02/08 Listening to soundscapes in-class, followed by discussion 
 
Week Five:  Soundscapes Due / Silent Video Portrait 
 
Monday 02/13  ***Assignment 1 due *** turn in fieldwork notebook  

Come prepared with soundscape file ready for group critique and 
with fieldwork notebook 

 
Wednesday 02/15 Screening and discussion  
 

Reading for Monday: Seeing with Experimental Eyes, Bart Testa; 
Selections from Essential Brakhage 

 
Week Six:  Silent Video Portrait 
   
Monday 02/20  Class discussion of reading; screening and class discussion 
 

Reading for Wednesday: Theory of the Film (selections), Béla 
Balázs; “Béla Balázs: The Face of Cinema,” Noël Carroll  

 
Wednesday 02/22 Class discussion of reading; screening and class discussion 
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Week Seven:  Silent Video Portrait Assignment Due / Interview 
 
Monday 02/27  *** Assignment 2 due *** turn in fieldwork notebooks  
   Fieldwork notebooks also due in-class 
 
Wednesday 03/01 Screening and class discussion 
 
Week Eight:  Art of the Interview 
 
Monday 03/06  Screening and class discussion  
 
Wednesday 03/08 Dedicated workday and optional screening 

 
Reading for Monday: Skim through Notes from the 
Cinematographer, select a passage to respond to in your fieldwork 
notebook. Student(s) may be called upon randomly to discuss said 
passage in-class. 

 
Week Nine:  Art of the Interview 
 
Monday 03/13  Screening and in-class discussion of reading 
 
Wednesday 03/15  Dedicated workday in preparation for Assignment 3, Interview 
 
Week Ten:  Interview Assignment Due / Cinema Verité 
 
Monday 03/20  *** Assignment 3 due *** turn in fieldwork notebooks  
 
Wednesday 03/22 Screening and class discussion 
 
   Reading for Monday 04/03: Art as Experience, John Dewey 
    
Week Eleven:  SPRING BREAK 
 
Week Twelve: Cinema Verité  
 
Monday 04/03 Class discussion of Art as Experience; screening and class 

discussion 
 
Wednesday 04/05 Screening and class discussion 
 

Reading for Monday: Corporeal Image (selections), David 
MacDougall 

    
Week Thirteen: Cinema Verité Assignment Due 
 
Monday 04/10  *** Assignment 4 due *** turn in fieldwork notebooks  

 



	 8 

Reading for Wednesday: Re-read assigned sections of previous 
readings (announced in-class). Come prepared to talk about the 
themes and questions of prior readings on Wednesday. 

 
Wednesday 04/12 Screening; class discussion of course readings 
 
Week Fourteen: Screening Rough Cuts 
 
Monday 04/17  Screenings of rough cuts with group critiques* 
 
Wednesday 04/19 Screenings of rough cuts with group critiques* 
 
Week Fifteen:  Screening Fine Cuts  
 
Monday 04/24  Screenings of fine cuts with extended group critiques* 
 
Wednesday 04/26 Screenings of fine cuts with extended group critiques* 
 
Week Sixteen: *** Final Projects Due *** turn in fieldwork notebooks  
 
Monday 05/01  Screenings of final cuts with extended group critiques 
 
Wednesday 05/03 Screenings of final cuts with extended group critiques 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Note: If time permits, I will screen other works after critiques of student works are 
finished.  
	


