Academics Caroline Anderson and Tom Benson present their thoughts on the value and impact of Frederick Wiseman's HIGH SCHOOL on students today. 

Around 1970 both of us became familiar with and fascinated by the work of a new documentary filmmaker: Frederick Wiseman. Wiseman did not originate the direct cinema film style. Robert Drew and his associates had used lightweight, 16mm hand-held cameras, fast film stock, directional mikes, and zoom lenses in their ground-breaking film PRIMARY in 1960 to get behind the scenes of the Humphrey-Kennedy primary campaign in Wisconsin. Throughout the sixties, filmmakers in France, Canada, and elsewhere were producing observational documentary free of narration and staged scenes. But Fred Wiseman brought a unique focus to the genre. 

In the mid-70s we began using Wiseman films in our classes, Carolyn at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst and Tom at The Pennsylvania State University. Of course, we had no idea that Wiseman's institutional series would continue for over three decades and that his reputation would grow to the point where many critics and scholars, especially Europeans, consider Wiseman one of the best American filmmakers of his generation. 

We did know that we and our students immediately and deeply admired the films and were provoked by them into discussions marked by a special seriousness. Wiseman documentaries invite their viewers to consider the institutions on display and to debate the complexities and absurdities of institutional life. Our students have responded eagerly to these invitations. Also we have found these films rich and accessible texts for exploring the paradoxical concept of "reality fiction" and for investigating how Wiseman challenges our attitudes about institutions through a sometimes elusive rhetorical structure. 

Despite the somewhat ludicrous situation of "teaching" a film so critical of teaching, we have shown HIGH SCHOOL to several generations of classes at U-Mass and Penn State; it has stimulated many students into producing some of their best thinking and writing. Why is this so? It's not just because they've all been to high school (often large public high schools such as Philadelphia's Northeast HIGH SCHOOL pictured in the documentary) and usually have strong feelings about that experience. And it's not just because HIGH SCHOOL is Wiseman's most compact film (running at 75 minutes compared to what became a common running time of three hours or more). Made early in his career, Wiseman's second documentary makes its rhetorical points more obviously than his later, more subtle, films, both in Wiseman's editing and in the camera work of Canadian Richard Leiterman. Leiterman, in an interview with us said he "was enraptured by the close-up" and the symbolic possibilities of (then new) fast zoom lenses when shooting the footage for HIGH SCHOOL. 

In a word, students "get" HIGH SCHOOL. 

In our teaching, we propose that Wiseman has structured the documentary material he gathered at Northeast High School into an exploration of "the politics of the double bind." Although few undergraduates know the term "double bind," especially in its original clinical meaning, most viewers immediately recognize, and remember, the dilemma of contradictory expectations sometimes imposed on high school students by administrators, teachers and parents and the resulting confusion and apathy experienced by students. 

Sophomores often howl in response to seeing a strong-jawed administrator tell a frustrated boy, "All right then, you'll take it [detention] under protest. That's good." They wince in recognition when a teacher simultaneously praises and insults a student who has designed a dress knowing "she has a weight problem" and a girl with a too-short prom dress is scolded into disclaiming individuality. Such examples recalled by students from the language and behaviors shown in the documentary will typically begin a class discussion that moves to examples of how, through editing choices, Wiseman urges us to see links between the "scenes" he has constructed to consider how power is exercised, and abused, within the high school he re-constructs on screen. 

For instance, excerpts from an instructional film on the consequences of venereal disease recall earlier sex-instruction assemblies riddled with mixed messages. A direct cut after the line "there is danger that [the mother] may transmit the disease to the child when it passes out of her body" links this caution to the final scenes, all of which demonstrate the success of the high school in preparing students for military service. 

Although militarism was a more salient topic in the midst of the Vietnam War, when HIGH SCHOOL was first released, than it is today, the issue of how to educate young Americans not only persists, but has intensified as a matter for public debate. As we return to our classrooms for another academic year, we wonder whether, after watching the "reality" programming that has recently saturated television network schedules, the students entering our universities will find Wiseman's films engaging? Will so much familiarity with some aspects of direct cinema style result in boredom or ignite a special appreciation for a more thoughtful approach to documentary? Will students consider HIGH SCHOOL "classic" only in the sense of required-viewing-with-historical- significance, or will they connect with the documentary as strongly as some of their grandparents did in 1968? Will they agree with P.O.V. programmers that HIGH SCHOOL belongs on a schedule of documentaries, each with a "point of view" relevant to viewers in 2001? We certainly do. 
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Carolyn Anderson is Associate Professor and Undergraduate Program Director in the Department of Communication, University of Massachusetts-Amherst. Tom Benson is Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of Rhetoric, Department of Speech Communication, The Pennsylvania State University. Publishing separate essays on Wiseman's documentaries in the early 1980s in academic journals and presenting work at conferences, Anderson and Benson then began a collaboration that has resulted in a series of articles and two books on Wiseman's films: Reality Fictions: The Films of Frederick Wiseman (1989; Southern Illinois University Press; revised edition forthcoming in early 2002) and Documentary Dilemmas: Frederick Wiseman's "Titicut Follies" (1991; SIU Press).
	BIOGRAPHY 
Frederick Wiseman, an original and prolific documentary filmmaker, is the creator of 31 films. He explores institutions that are part of contemporary society. Averaging a film a year for the past 31 years, Wiseman has earned wide acclaim and critical respect for his unique approach, which avoids such filmmaking conventions as narration, interviews and added music.

Wiseman's filmmaking career began in 1967 with TITICUT FOLLIES, a look at conditions inside the Bridgewater State Prison for the Criminally Insane. The only American film ever censored for reasons other than obscenity or national security, TITICUT FOLLIES was banned for 24 years by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts until the ruling was overturned in 1991.

In the three decades since, Wiseman has made films about many key institutions of the late 20th century. Among his best known are: PUBLIC HOUSING, HOSPITAL, WELFARE, MODEL, RACETRACK, CENTRAL PARK, HIGH SCHOOL, HIGH SCHOOL II, NEAR DEATH, BASIC TRAINING, ASPEN, THE STORE, LA COMÉDIE-FRANÇAISE OU L'AMOUR JOUÉ, BALLET, ZOO and BELFAST, MAINE.

In addition to filmmaking, Wiseman also works in the theater as a director. In March 2000, he directed LA DERNIERE LETTRE, a play based on a chapter of Vasily Grossman's novel LIFE AND FATE, at the Comédie-Française in Paris. Projects he directed for the American Repertory Theatre include Joshua Goldstein's HATE and Vasily Grossman's LIFE AND FATE; he co-directed Luigi Pirandello's TONIGHT WE IMPROVISE. He also wrote the story and directed WELFARE: THE OPERA for the American Music Theater Festival and the St. Ann's Center for Restoration and the Arts. 

Wiseman was awarded the Irene Diamond Award for Lifetime Achievement by Human Rights Watch during a retrospective of his work at the Lincoln Center Film Society in January 2000. He was recently awarded the Jesse L. Rosenberger Medal by the University of Chicago. BELFAST, MAINE received the Prize of Excellence at the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival in Japan. 

Wiseman is an Honorary Member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters and a fellow with the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He is the recipient of a John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Fellowship and a John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation Fellowship. He has won numerous awards including the Emmy, Peabody and Columbia DuPont Award. His work has been screened in major film festivals and retrospectives around the world. Frederick Wiseman received his BA from Williams College and his LLB from the Yale Law School. He has received numerous honorary doctorates. 
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	FROM THE FILMMAKER'S DESK:
Frederick Wiseman on his future plans as a filmmaker 

What motivates me as a filmmaker is what you see in the final film. I am currently working on two films about domestic violence. I am also about to shoot a fiction film on a play that I directed at the Comedie Francaise in 2000, which is called THE LAST LETTER and is based on a chapter from Vasily Grossman's novel Life and Debt. 
Frederick Wiseman's website is www.zipporah.com.


