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ABSTRACT 
 

In the traditional approach to documentary films, the presentation of facts can be 
cold and sterile. When placed alongside the personal perspective in the essay film form 
derived from the literary essay form set by Aldous Huxley, the information filtered 
through the characters as they attempt to work through a mental knot now serves a 
function beyond just data. Out of this synthesis, an overarching thesis emerges which, I 
argue, is the function of the factual pole of Huxley’s three-pole framework (Maes-
Jelinek, 261). This paper examines Seizing the Unrecorded, The Gleaners and I, and San 
Soleil as case studies of essay films to investigate the function of factual information. I 
find that the use of information aids in contextualizing the author’s perspective through 
research and allowing the viewer to interpret the narrative in their individual way while 
allowing character vulnerability. This leads to a strong filmmaker-audience connection 
giving reach to a broader audience. My film, The Freelancer, adopts this argument in 
order to expand the importance of factual information.
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INTRODUCTION 

“A literary device for saying almost everything about 
almost anything” - Aldous Huxley (Rascaroli, 25) 

  

The essay is a device that provides an outlet to express ideas, feelings, and 

experiences in a narrative form. In its raw state, from thought to paper, there are no 

boundaries to the author's expression. Upon the addition of objectivity, a structure 

begins to form that provides the narrative with context. Contextualizing the author’s 

perspective through research and allowing the viewer to interpret the narrative in their 

individual way provides the essay with rationale, tracking the progress of the person’s 

thoughts as he or she works out a mental knot, potentially to no end (Lopate, 19). 

To provide a standard, Aldous Huxley derived a structure to demystify and define 

the literary essay, which I use as a framework to analyze aspects of the essay film. 

Specifically, I work with Huxley's established “three-poled frame of reference: the pole 

of the personal and the autobiographical, the pole of the objective, the factual; the 

concrete-particular, and the pole of the abstract~universal” (Maes-Jelinek, 261). It is this 

frame of reference that I will adopt and unpack as I work to establish the most current 

interpretation of the essay film. Furthermore, I will focus primarily on the function of 

what Huxley calls “the pole of the objective, the factual,” specifically analyzing the 

function of the factual information within personal essay filmmaking, establishing its 

use in inviting the viewer on the journey while broadening the target audience.  
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FROM LITERATURE TO FILM 

The most recognizable origin of the essay is the work of Michele 
de Montaigne (1533-1592), whose reflections on his daily life 
and thoughts appear, significantly, in the French vernacular of 
the streets…[his] writings are views of, comments on, and 
judgments, of his faltering memory, kidney stones, love, 
friendship, sex in marriage, lying, a ‘monstrous childe,’ and a 
plethora of other common and uncommon questions…. 
(Corrigan, 13)  
 

While ‘anything,’ as Huxley stated, is at the root of the essay, one constant is 

shared amongst them; each uses a personal account of an event, opinion, or experience 

as if creating a document to share with their audience (Rascaroli, 25). The essayistic 

form requires the author to look within for judgment, recollection, and investigation of 

self to form the narrative. And in order to do so, the writer needs to build their self into a 

character, thus bridging fiction and non-fiction, “usually presenting the personal view of 

the author” (Lopate, 19). This view does not always have to be in the frame of first 

person or autobiographical, but personal point of view is at the heart. “An essay is 

continual asking of questions - not necessarily finding ‘solutions,’ but enacting the 

struggle for truth in full view.” Diving deep into the subjective truth of whatever that 

person may be exploring exposes their innermost thought processes.  

Aldous Huxley set a frame of reference for the literary genre that I will dissect. 

The first frame of reference is the personal point of view. The author adopts a sense of 

understanding that they will be exposed in a way that many would deem unbearable. “In 

personal essays, nothing is more commonly met than the letter I. I think it a perfectly  
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good word, one no writer should be ashamed to use” (Lopate, 38). Through this journey 

of discovery, the essay calls for a skeptical perspective. Thus, the second pole of 

Huxley’s framework is the pole of the objective which takes a reflexive angle while 

exploring factual information about the subject. This pole spans from defining key terms 

to understanding complex processes or conditions; anything that widens the scope of 

comprehension.  Finally, the last pole is the abstract-universal framework where the 

presentation of the narrative goes beyond the traditional linear organization. The abstract 

approach can breach time, presentation, and interpretation allowing for the narrative to 

take on its own direction. “... ‘In the essay, concepts do not build on a continuum of 

operation, the thought does not advance in a single direction, rather the aspects of the 

argument interweave as a carpet’” (Rascaroli, 26). Thoughts and opinions of the author 

can change within an essayistic form and indeed this possibility, the shift in thinking 

from one position to another, is often what functions as ‘plot’ in an essay, or the enticing 

element of “what is going to happen next?” 

 The essay film is troublesome to define as there are layers that are unaccounted 

for in the traditional interpretation of a literary essay. Laura Rascaroli states: “The label 

‘essay film’ is encountered with ever-increasing frequency in both film reviews and 

scholarly writings on cinema, owing to the recent proliferation of unorthodox, personal, 

reflexive ‘new’ documentaries…despite its widespread use...there is much confusion as 

to the meaning of the term, which is applied to a puzzling variety of films and cinematic 

forms” (25).  
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In an effort to solve this problem of definition, Philip Lopate attempts to link the 

literary form put forth by Huxley to the essay film in his article “In search of the 

Centaur: The Essay Film.” He declares that “the camera is not a pencil, and it is rather 

difficult to think with it in the way an essayist might” (19). Nevertheless, he defines 

qualities that he deems are necessary for an essay film. The first of five rules he puts 

forth is that “an essay-film must have words, in the form of a text either spoken, 

subtitled or intertitled.” Next, “text must represent a single voice.” This can be 

interpreted in several ways and the approaches can vary, but it all comes down to the 

personal point of view being clear. Thirdly, “the text must represent the speaker’s 

attempt to work out some reasoned line of discourse on a problem.” Conflict peaks, in 

my opinion, every line of cinema, even if it is strictly observational. The difference is 

that this conflict does not have to have a solution as long as the speaker presents their 

journey of attempt. Fourth, “the text’s language should be as eloquent, well-written and 

as interesting as possible.”  The final guideline set by Lopate of an essay film is that 

“The text must impart more than information; it must have a strong, personal point of 

view.” Tying in with Huxley’s second frame of reference, the concrete particular, the 

objective, Lopate claims that the information should be directly related to the subjective 

personal voice in the attempt to further the conflict resolution process. This key element 

sets the essay film apart from other forms of abstract documentaries such as the diary 

film (Lopate, 19).  

Establishing the documentary form as a ‘record’ sets a limit on our understanding 

of how the genre functions (Plantinga, 41).  In these terms, the sole basis of the  
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documentary film is objectivity.  The limitation therefore is an absence of a personal 

point of view, as it is “free from subjective biases, from a god-like perspective, ...from 

the perspective of a disinterested and unnoticed fly on the wall” (Plantinga, 42). 

However, removing all sense of a personal point of view is impossible and therefore 

unobtainable. Rather the factual-objective should be thought as presenting conflicting 

positions in a balanced manner.   
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AUDIENCE CONNECTION IN THE ESSAY FILM 

The most common method for presenting the narrative in documentaries is the 

voice-over narration. As Rascaroli states, “The pervasive presence of a voice-over... has 

often been accused within the documentary theory of producing an authoritarian 

discourse and superimposing a reading on the pure truthfulness of images” (38). The 

‘voice of God’ narration tool traditionally used in the documentary form is often 

criticized for overriding any questions from a viewer about the interpretation of factual 

information. However, the essay film's reliance on a narrator takes this tried-and-true 

documentary strategy in a different direction. Here, the voice-over becomes “a 

privileged tool for the author’s articulation of his/her thought... and hence a prime 

location of the author’s subjectivity; as well as the main channel of the enunciator’s 

address to the spectator” (39). First person voice-over becomes the window into the 

thoughts and secrets of the filmmaker. It is how the audience learns their story and 

begins to decide how they feel about the main character. 

In essay films the traditional narration tool can also be pushed beyond the first-

person point of view. Chris Marker's San Soleil (1983) is a prime example of how this 

can play out. As Corrigan describes, “[San Soleil] represents one of the widely 

acknowledged triumphs of the practice, it represents the triumph of amalgamation and 

orchestration of modular layers, as a travelogue, a diary, a news report, and a critical 

evaluation of film representation” (8). I will analyze Marker’s film San Soleil as a case 

study to interpret his approach to connecting to the audience.  
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Expanding the voice-over tool, Marker's film utilizes the unconventional third-

person perspective for his female narrator, whose smooth, sultry voice acts as the only 

driver of the story. She reads letters written by a fictitious cameraman, filmmaker, or 

just a traveler, Sandor Krasna (we don’t really know who this person is), who has spent 

several months traveling across the world reflecting on society, memory, and culture 

throughout Japan, Guinea-Bissau, Cape Verde Islands, and Iceland. This unusual 

approach of using a third-person narrator in a true essay film is groundbreaking and 

pushes the boundaries of how audiences and theorists alike interpret the previously 

forgone role of a narrator in a documentary film. While third-person narration is the 

driving voice of the film, the camera itself becomes a character, embodying Sandor 

Krasna, and invites the audience into his first-person point of view of the story.  

Marker does establish a conceptual connection to the viewer without using 

Huxley’s second pole - that of the factual - in the traditional ‘data’ sense, and yet doesn't 

become too navel gazing or self-absorbed. While confusing at times, this subjective 

first-person view hinted at by the camera lens forces the audience to relate to the film in 

a poetic fashion, pushing the boundaries from film to museum installation. The approach 

peeks into the window of what this fictional character is thinking at that very moment. 

However, the abstract way in which Marker presents the narrative creates a tension 

between two competing points of view, the third-person narrator and the first-person 

camera. This ignites an emotional uneasiness that makes the film intriguing but can also 

cause the audience to feel disconnected from the main character. 
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I believe that one of Marker's goals with San Soleil was to push beyond the 

audience's emotional and sympathetic connection with a main character, and instead 

spark contemplation about society, memory, culture, and the filmmaking process itself. 

For example, San Soleil’s images “take a back seat to the script” through heavy 

manipulation and non-synchronized sound (Corrigan, 8). It was sometimes difficult for 

me to see what the images were due to heavy manipulations, but I believe that was the 

point: to have the filmmaker-audience relationship placed in their own thoughts on 

memory, culture, and societal function and not in the place of the character. The 

essayistic form is structured to become a dialogue between the personal point of view of 

the filmmaker and the viewer. The importance of this connection is essential for the film 

to function, regardless of the way the filmmaker decides to go about it. However, as 

Rascaroli points out, when the filmmaker intends to affect their audience to such a 

degree that they strive to take action on the film's subject, the “embodied spectator” 

needs to connect so strongly to the story that they can move beyond the film's self-

reflexivity to acknowledge something personal about themselves (35). For me, this 

establishes a less qualified relationship with the audience that Marker does with San 

Soleil, and by placing them in the metaphorical ‘shoes’ of the character calls on viewers 

to actively participate in the discourse of the film and share in the process of reflection. 
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FACTUAL POLE BROADENS CONTEXT OF JOURNEY 

AND REASON FOR VULNERABILITY  

When the factual pole of Huxley's literary essay framework is applied to the essay 

film, it works to expand the journey of the filmmaker beyond the personal point of view, 

filling the gaps of the author’s thought process. Relaying factual information is often so 

straightforward in traditional information-laden documentaries that it can be rendered 

cold and boring. However, when placed alongside the power of the personal experience 

within an essay film, it can connect the audience so that they are invited on the author’s 

personal journey. The information presented is not reportage, it is filtered through the 

filmmaker that we have spent time with and gained compassion for as we are guided 

through their thinking process. The factual information becomes the investigative 

element that reflects on the filmmaker, rounding out the thinking process for the viewer, 

taking the entire project of the essay film beyond the purely personal realm.  

As a strong example of an essay film, Ingrid Pfau's Seizing the Unrecorded 

(2014) answers Aldous Huxley’s call for a strong factual component as she explores her 

personal choices regarding her struggles with epilepsy, and the choices she makes as the 

film progresses and facts about her seizures are revealed. Pfau faces a serious personal 

dilemma that expertly lays out a conflict between what she loves to do - making films - 

and her health. From early on, she found a passion for filmmaking, enjoying the art of 

story development and the eye of the camera lens. While editing her projects, sitting for 

hours at her computer staring at the bright screen as the image shifts from shot to shot,  
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she would have a seizure event disrupting her work and her ability to function. This 

predicament causes Pfau to acknowledge a choice: stay in film and suffer through the 

seizures or leave filmmaking for her overall health. Pfau's film makes an excellent case 

study in how to achieve a balanced interweaving of factual information with her 

personal journey to give it's audience a deeper understanding of the story. 

Pfau first leads the audience into her story by painting a picture of what it is like 

to have your mind take over your body and relinquish all sense of control. Confined to a 

hospital bed, connected by feet of wires from her head to massive machines in order to 

capture her brain activity, she begins to have a seizure. This sequence is particularly 

difficult to watch as the audience is able to experience this in real time while her nurse 

and loved ones sit idly by, acting as evidence to the author’s most intimate experience. 

This shows a level of vulnerability that can only be presented in an authentic video feed, 

rounding out her story and spotlighting her condition, allowing the audience to join the 

essay film from the beginning and realizing how the seizures impact her daily activities.  

It may seem counterproductive for the filmmaker to present facts to convey their 

lack of understanding. However, exposing their thought process and gaps in knowledge 

only highlights their essayistic approach. Revealing vulnerability shows humility, giving 

another reason for the audience to join the filmmaker on their journey and placing the 

viewer in the position of the filmmaker while working out their own mental knot 

(Lopate, 19).   

As an example, Pfau performs each type of seizure as described by an expert 

through visual interpretation. This is where the viewer is able to understand the expanse  
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of the disorder and how each person with epilepsy is unique. This educates Pfau as well 

as the audience, showing that there are others out there like her experiencing the same 

hardship, linking the audience to the progress of Pfau’s thought process.  

Taking it one step further, Pfau also presents factual information in abstract ways 

- such as when she presents what looks like a frozen slushy ball carved into the shape of 

a human brain with grey matter lobes. She hacks at the brian, splitting it into pieces with 

a sharp knife, which represents to her what her condition is doing to her brain. Going 

further, this visual interpretation represents her frustrations with how she has to choose 

between her health and her passion. This sense of vulnerability entices a sympathetic 

reaction by the audience. It demonstrates that factual information can play a larger role 

than cold, dry facts and once again invites the audience into her visceral experience as 

she works through her thought process, while at the same time learning more about the 

effects of seizures on the brain and on an epileptic's life. 

Pfau finds a sense of community with others who may have the same dilemma. 

She does this by finding three additional individuals with epilepsy who then recount 

their first seizure experience while elaborating on the impacts of their daily lives and 

how each character discovered a balance. Showing the hippie, the single mother, and the 

college student brings different demographics and interest to the story, and potentially 

broadening the film's impact on audiences. This adds to Pfau’s narrative and knowledge 

to a potential decision of leaving filmmaking, exposing that others have been able to live 

their best lives with epilepsy.    
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Seizing the Unrecorded does not ask the audience to agree or disagree with an 

argument. The true heart of this film comes from a motive of understanding as Pfau 

shares her struggles and frustration. Her interpretation of Huxley's factual pole acts as a 

bridge from her story to the audience. The filmmaker’s quest can be realized with the aid 

of the factual information, heightening personal experience by streamlining the 

narrative. Through showing vulnerability, and ignorance, the film allows viewers to 

place themselves in Pfau's thought process. Finally, the information that the filmmaker 

utilizes allows more control of the story while broadening past the personal point of 

view.    
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FACTUAL POLE BROADENS AUDIENCE 

The drive or motivation of the character in an essay film consists of an 

investigation into the experience. This leads to the study of the character and an attempt 

to ascertain the purpose of their narrative. What did they experience? What did they take 

away from it? Will they gain anything from this reflection? In the essay film, the “I” is 

blatantly acknowledged with a strong implication of “you” (Rascaroli, 35). This 

embodied “you” is the viewer who is called upon to participate and share the journey of 

the filmmaker. This is to invoke a feeling or a sense of being represented through 

another person’s story.  

Made famous during the French New Wave of Cinema in the 1950s and ’60s, 

Agnes Varda is a cinema titan and probably my favorite documentary filmmaker. Her 

playfulness shines in her films in a quirky and puzzling manner that makes the viewer 

just say “huh” with a chuckle. Her film The Gleaners and I (2000) is one of those films.  

In The Gleaners and I, Varda's use of factual information alongside her personal 

experiences as they play out on screen serves to broaden the target audience. By 

elaborating on information that goes beyond the personal story, the greater the 

opportunity to find a link or bridge to the audience and therefore expand the reach of the 

filmmaker. Inspired by a painting of gleaners in France in the 19th century, the film 

starts with “a series of sketches, a collage of short films constructed, first, as a 

meditation on gleaning” (Corrigan, 70). Varda interviews groups as they glean the fields 

of potatoes, grapes, and other various fruits as they describe their story of why they are  
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gleaning and what a waste it is to leave good food out in the field. The story expands 

past the fields and into the streets of Paris as the idea of gleaning broadens. Varda  

begins to relate more and more to the gleaners as she starts to realize that her whole 

profession as a filmmaker requires her to glean images of people, places, and things.  

One memorable moment in the film is when she reaches her hand out in front of 

the camera trying to catch the semi-trucks that pass them in their car. A symbolic 

showing of her gleaning images. Her approach to this film is clean and clear. Using 

herself as a detective to uncover the gleaning world, she becomes a character as we see 

the story through her eyes in the true sense of the essay film. Varda addresses the 

camera stating that “this is not movie magic” when discovering a gleaning painting in a 

consignment shop on a whim as well as creating a character of the lens cap when she 

forgets to stop filming.  

Varda relays the factual framework in real time in a nontraditional way of 

interviewing others, analyzing her own practices and joining in on the fun by finding 

heart shaped potatoes. The approach broadens the target audience by now asking the 

viewer if they too are gleaners. Instead of placing the audience in the filmmaker’s 

investigative role, it now places the viewer in the metaphorical shoes of the person 

gleaning. This is a genius method to ignite sympathy for the characters as well as a 

cause for protecting the act of gleaning in France.  

Later in Varda’s film, it is revealed that gleaning has become illegal in a lot of 

ways in Paris and is threatened to become a lost practice. She voices her opinions on 

this, ending with the story of a man who gleans the street’s garbage before teaching the  
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French language to foreigners in the evening. This further develops the notion that 

‘gleaning’ bridges the gap between the rural fields and the elderly to the urban dweller 

of a new generation. 

Varda’s use of factual information is not as apparent as that of Ingrid Pfau’s 

Seizing the Unrecorded. It has adopted a more subtle position that acts in the same way 

as mentioned above, but not through the presentation of data or definitions.  Her factual 

information is presented through personal stories of others as they recount the history 

and condition of gleaning; this informs Agnes while also informing the audience. The 

audience reflects on their experience of gleaning brought on through Varda’s own 

investigation into the practice while also laying a foundation for why it is important to 

protect the practice.    
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THE FREELANCER (2020) 

 Brought on by frustration and self-doubt, my film, The Freelancer, focuses on 

the struggles of both myself and my friend Maaike Middleton as freelance natural 

history filmmakers while living in the remote state of Montana. The narrative begins 

with me explaining how I have felt like I needed to hide who I am for most of my life 

and how I found solitude and solace in watching natural history films. This ignited my 

passion to be a filmmaker, but even with my studies and progressing career in the field, I 

have a difficult time calling myself a natural history filmmaker, because I see myself as 

being disenfranchised from the archetypical straight white male that dominates the 

profession, as I am gay. Maaike recounts her difficulties as she cleans houses to 

supplement her freelance filmmaking income but feels most comfortable and proud 

when she is out in the field collecting and reviewing her camera traps. We both question 

our identity since we do not fit the defined framework of a typical natural history 

filmmaker, illustrating the conflict. Using our personal accounts of working as wildlife 

filmmakers alongside factual information, The Freelancer utilizes Aldous Huxley’s 

three-pole frame of reference and, in particular, the function of the factual pole. Here, 

the function of the factual information is two-fold: 1) to expand Maaike's and I’s 

perception of what a wildlife filmmaker looks like to include ourselves; and 2) to invite 

the wider audience to join our journey into the concept of identity while reflecting on 

their own life experiences.  

 Just as Ingrid Pfau does in her film, Seizing the Unrecorded, the first section of 

my film’s factual information adds context to the personal story. The information,  
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presented via voice-over narration, reveals that Montana, along with half of the other 

states in the U.S., does not explicitly prohibit discrimination based on sexual orientation 

or gender identity. Viewers then see a reasonable cause for the character’s paranoia, 

while also asking the audience to consider their own level of vulnerability versus 

privilege to similar discrimination. Acting as evidence, this layer serves to fill likely 

knowledge gaps about discrimination policies for both the film's characters and the 

viewers. These facts function to also broaden the audience, as Agnes Varda does in The 

Gleaners and I, by exposing evidence that freelancers are not protected by equal 

opportunity law. For the audience, this information helps connect them to our concerns, 

laying the foundation that they could also be at risk of being targeted if they are a 

freelancer or independent contractor.  

 Toward the end of the film, both Maaike and I lead the narrative to events that no 

one should experience in the workforce: sexual harassment. Our personal stories expand 

past the assumption that it only happens in offices or in the Hollywood film world, and 

shows that it does indeed exist in the documentary and natural history community. As 

Pfau portrays in her film, this section provides vulnerability, where the characters move 

on from listing struggles to now painting pictures of actual events. The presented facts 

uncover the reality for many women working in the creative industry. Sadly, most 

women have experienced harassment or assault while working in the entertainment 

industry, however they do not report it out of fear of ridicule or retaliation.  
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Unfortunately, this data does not exist for the natural history film world, nor is there 

information regarding the conditions for gay people being sexually harassed in the 

workplace. The factual pole acts as a way to invite the audience on the journey through  

vulnerability. The trend of the film thus far has been to acknowledge that Maaike and I 

are professionals in our field. Now, this added layer of vulnerability through our 

harassment experience transcends questioning identity, as the film has done so far, and 

moves into a much more visceral place - that of personal violation. Pfau uses this 

approach as well when allowing the audience to experience a seizure with her, adding 

depth to her journey as she attempts to know more about her condition and how others 

live with constant disruptions. Varda does this in her film when taking gleaning from a 

hobby activity in the fields to be a high stakes survival technique for so many.  Paired 

with the factual information of sexual harassment, Maaike and I prove to the audience a 

willingness to be vulnerable, adding grit to our journey of acceptance as well as a 

connection to our audience.  

My film seeks to draw broader audiences into a pondering and discussion of the 

important social issues surrounding freelance workers, discrimination, and the 

marginalization of minority groups inside the world of natural history filmmaking. The 

information presented filters through the filmmaker as the viewer gains knowledge and 

compassion for us as they are guided through our thinking process. In the case of The 

Freelancer, a clear, strong connection to the audience is essential when addressing such 

personal experiences, counter to Marker’s approach.  My hopes for the future of the film 

is: for it to expose the injustice often perpetrated against underrepresented minorities in  
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natural history filmmaking as well as for the individuals working for themselves as 

freelancers, to let them know they're not alone in their struggles; and to start a larger 

discussion within the filmmaking community at mainstream film festivals about the role 

of discrimination and harassment in the industry. It is already tough enough to be 

different, the added pressures of the system ensuring your demise can bring a person to a 

breaking point.   
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CONCLUSION 

 Over the last century, the essayistic form has become a growing medium that ties 

the traditional form of documentary with the personal point of view. As Chris Marker 

demonstrates in San Soleil, even the most avant-garde of essay films require establishing 

at least a tenuous first-person connection with their audience - in his case through the 

implied camera's eye - in order to pull them into the experience of the main character. I 

argue that an even stronger connection between the filmmaker and audience can be 

created when Huxley's factual pole is utilized to its full potential, as Seizing the 

Unrecorded and The Gleaners and I do, by centralizing the first-person point of view in 

the essayistic form. Ingrid Pfau, Agnes Varda, and Chris Marker all follow the 

framework set by Aldous Huxley but my attempt at connecting with my audience on a 

more visceral level in The Freelancer focuses primarily on the tools set forth by Pfau 

and Varda. Their highlighting of the factual pole, alongside those of the personal and 

universal, specifically the presentation of facts, aids in revealing their journey while also 

expanding their audience. 

 The Freelancer is another example of Aldous Huxley’s three-pole framework 

while utilizing the function of factual information presentation in this argument. The 

factual, the objective, the concrete particular creates the bridge from filmmaker to 

audience allowing for vulnerability to be reached and for the journey of the narrative to 

be fully understood. The essay film does not shy away from factual information, but 

instead grabs a hold and uses them to the filmmaker’s advantage. I make my case for  

 



21 
 

factual information, but the essay will continue to push boundaries and morph in any 

which way to speak the filmmaker’s voice and vision.   
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