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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 Im 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 observers 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:

Daniel Hendrix:

Do you have favorite book? In case you have, what is your favorite's book? Reserve is very important thing
for us to be aware of everything in the world. Each e-book has different aim or even goal; it means that guide
has different type. Some people feel enjoy to spend their time for you to read a book. They may be reading
whatever they acquire because their hobby will be reading a book. What about the person who don't like
reading through a book? Sometime, individual feel need book once they found difficult problem or exercise.
Well, probably you will want this Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in
Humanities).

Beth Murray:

The particular book Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities) has a lot
of knowledge on it. So when you make sure to read this book you can get a lot of gain. The book was written
by the very famous author. Tom makes some research prior to write this book. This kind of book very easy
to read you will get the point easily after scanning this book.

Harold Felix:

In this period of time globalization it is important to someone to get information. The information will make
a professional understand the condition of the world. The healthiness of the world makes the information
much easier to share. You can find a lot of sources to get information example: internet, classifieds, book,
and soon. You can see that now, a lot of publisher which print many kinds of book. Often the book that
recommended to your account is Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in
Humanities) this reserve consist a lot of the information with the condition of this world now. This particular
book was represented just how can the world has grown up. The dialect styles that writer make usage of to
explain it is easy to understand. The particular writer made some study when he makes this book. That is
why this book suitable all of you.

Beatrice Flanagan:

You will get this Doing Documentary Work (New York Public Library Lectures in Humanities) by look at
the bookstore or Mall. Merely viewing or reviewing it can to be your solve problem if you get difficulties for
ones knowledge. Kinds of this reserve are various. Not only through written or printed but can you enjoy this
book simply by e-book. In the modern era including now, you just looking by your mobile phone and
searching what their problem. Right now, choose your current ways to get more information about your e-
book. It is most important to arrange yourself to make your knowledge are still update. Let's try to choose
right ways for you.
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