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THE VANGUARD 
OF REASON

A fter a lengthy career in the hard news business, I have come 
to understand that one of the toughest questions you can ask 
someone is his or her age. 

The pertinence (impertinence?) of the question harkens to old-school 
reporting days. It’s a way to identify someone beyond a name – a concrete 
nugget in a world where truth can be ethereal. 
It’s a great question, and, after relentlessly asking it of people – young and 

old – for years, it’s one I’ll happily answer should we ever meet in person. (A 
career in print has also taught me that the numbers look less frightening when 
spoken than when typed). 
I do, however, feel I owe you a brief introduction after joining realscreen in 

August of last year as managing editor. 
Quick summary: Like many of you, I trade in facts. My work to date has 

been dedicated to determining what is real in any given situation, and to be 
suspicious of pretty much everything else. 
Turns out it’s a trait we have in common with Bjorn Ulvaeus, the Swedish-

born songwriter and music producer who rose to global fame in the 1970s as 
one of the “B’s” in ABBA, and, undeniably, a favorite from my own childhood.  
When he walked on stage recently as a guest at the World Congress of Science 

and Factual Producers in his hometown of Stockholm – a bearded, dapper 
version of his spandex-wearing younger self – I went a little crazy, standing front 
and center, iPhone at the ready to record every sound to emerge from his lips. 
“Super Trooper.” “Dancing Queen.” “Fernando.” How would he serenade us?
But Bjorn wasn’t there to sing. Instead, he delivered a short speech that 

began, fittingly, with a reflection on his own age and, frankly, that of much of 
the adoring crowd of TV and film creatives and executives at his feet. 
“It’s amazing to me that you people should be listening to these songs 35 

years after the group split up,” he said, as a canned version of “Does Your 
Mother Know?” played him to the microphone.
But he also had a very contemporary message for this particular group of fans, one 

that strayed far from the light-hearted lyrics of the pop songs that made him a star.
“We all know the world has gone crazy,” he told us. “With fact-resistance. 

With fake news. With conspiracy theories. Old, odious, out-dated ideologies 
based on fear and superstition. Climate change is, of course, a hoax. It is the 
age of stupid and it is an assault on science and reason. 
“It is fighting an uphill struggle and you are the vanguard.”
The room fell noticeably silent for a moment as we pondered the weight, and 

the truth, of the statement.
Bjorn smiled. Tensions eased. 
“Thank you,” someone shouted, while others joined in an ad hoc chorus of 

“Thank You for the Music.”
“I didn’t come here to preach,” he said, picking up on the theme. “I just 

wanted to say thank you to you and hope you have a fun evening, and I hope 
you will make a lot of those wonderful programs.”
Fact is, I can’t say it any better than that. 

Cheers,
Darah Hansen
Managing Editor, realscreen
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FACTUAL 
CHECK

2016 has certainly been one for the history books. From Brexit 
to the “surreal” U.S. presidential election, no one can say 
it’s been uninteresting from a news perspective. 

With discussions about fake news and the echo chamber effect dominating 
headlines, the denial of fact was a recurring theme at the World Congress of 
Science and Factual Producers in Stockholm in December. Now more than ever 
factual producers have a key societal role to play. There is an urgent need for 
compelling factual content to dispel the spread of non-truth that has confused 
voters, confounded the media and influenced decisions. 
Scientific, fact-checked, smart programming from independent, trusted sources 

stands to win in this polarized environment. There’s a sense that this is a great 
opportunity for factual producers to contribute much-needed balance on topics 
where misinforming the public can have dire consequences – such as the 
environment, trade agreements and immigration – and that it is a challenge they 
must embrace.
For the past few months the editorial team behind the Realscreen Summit, 

along with our esteemed advisory board, had to consider how this year’s news 
events might change how stakeholders in the international unscripted and 
factual industries will approach their businesses. Along with socio-political 
influences, there are also economic pressures that have a tremendous influence 
on interactions between players at each transaction point. This important 
discussion will weave its way into many of the panels that have been carefully 
curated to ensure that delegates leave the Summit armed with the information 
needed to run their businesses as smartly as they can. “Under Pressure: The 
State of the Non-Fiction Nation” brings together stakeholders from various 
sectors of the industry, with an aim towards articulating and understanding the 
challenges as they exist now, and for the immediate future, as well as potential 
ways to find “win/win” scenarios for all concerned. Meanwhile, “America: 
Getting the Whole Picture” will examine the disparity that can arise when 
most of that country’s programming is driven out of New York and Hollywood, 
leaving a vast swath of the country under-represented, both on-camera and 
behind the scenes.
I’d like to take this space to thank this year’s Summit advisory board for their 

commitment in delivering to you topical, practical information. This year’s 
board is helmed by co-chairs Rich Ross, Group President, Discovery Channel, 
Animal Planet and Science Channel; and Tim Pastore, President, Original 
Programming and Production, National Geographic. You can see the full board 
on page 57.
In closing, we bid adieu to Kevin Ritchie, a long-time contributor to realscreen, 

who is moving on to cover the vibrant Toronto entertainment scene on a full-
time basis. He’ll be greatly missed.

’til next time
Claire Macdonald
VP & Publisher
realscreen
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B Y  S O N Y A  F A T A H

Denver-based High Noon 

Entertainment celebrates two 

decades in business in 2017. CEO 

Jim Berger talks to realscreen 

about its past and future.

What happens when a 

team of intrepid local 

TV journos with a nose 

for news collaborates on a business 

idea? They plant its seed and grow it 

into a competitive national business. 

That, at least, is the story of High 

Noon Entertainment, whose founders 

captured a window of opportunity in 

the TV biz 20 years ago and turned it 

into an unscripted content hit maker. 

Over that period the prodco’s CEO Jim 

Berger and co-founders Duke Hartman 

(COO) and Sonny Hutchison (CAO) have 

become veterans of the genre, producing 

more than 25 series and seeing over 

5,500 episodes air over 30 networks. 

Under the shade of the Rocky 

Mountains, High Noon’s Colorado base 

– and the proximity to what Berger calls 

“real American stories” – may, in fact, be 

one reason for this prodco’s successful 

business story. In 2016 alone High Noon 

produced 14 series, with 15 network-

funded pilots currently in development. 

Its most successful show is Cake Boss 

– into its eighth season on TLC and 

hitting 200 episodes. Another hit is Fixer 

Upper on HGTV, in which charismatic 

husband-and-wife remodeling team 

Chip and Joanna Gaines redo homes 

with real estate potential into high-

design properties. It’s one of HGTV’s 

highest rated shows, seeing more 

than 25 million viewers in its third 

season, and winning a fourth season. 

Another current show, Mexicanocos, on 

Discovery Español is the highest-rated 

show on that channel. And other hits 

include Tough Love, a dating show-cum-

boot camp, which ran for six seasons on 

VH1; and Extreme Waterparks, currently 

on Travel Channel. 

The diverse slate of programming 

at High Noon now falls under the ITV 

banner. In May 2013, the UK media 

group acquired a controlling interest 

(60%) in the prodco. 

Berger says the company enjoys 

“tremendous autonomy” under ITV. 

Increased market consolidation drove 

Berger’s decision to sell. “It became 

obvious to me that, in the world we 

are in today, it can help you be more 

competitive if you are linked to and 

owned by a bigger company.” 

Specifically the deal gives High Noon 

access to international distribution 

deals. And while nothing has come to 

pass yet, international markets are part 

of the vision for the company, which 

hopes to pitch, and sell, more shows 

globally. “It’s easier to sell a hit show 

in the U.S. if it is already doing well 

overseas,” says Berger. 

Beginning his career as a cameraman 

for Denver-based NBC-affiliate KUSA-

TV, the station was also where he met 

Hartman and Hutchison, forming a 

lasting friendship and alliance. 

Eight years after working at KUSA-TV, 

Berger was hired as president of Liberty 

Media-owned Intro Television, a division 

of TCI Media (now Comcast). There he 

evaluated 30 new networks like Animal 

Planet and Food Network to air some of 

their content on a single TCI channel. He 

brought Hartman and Hutchison into TCI 

and together they gleaned insights about 

the challenges and opportunities the 

then-new networks faced. 

After TCI, High Noon came into being 

with two shows: Unwrapped for Food 

Network and Emergency Vets for Animal 

Planet. The former was a behind-the-

scenes look at guilty-food pleasures, 

while the latter took viewers into life at a 

Colorado-based vet hospital.

Today, High Noon employs 300 people, 

with a core staff of 35. While the company 

remains (by choice) headquartered in 

Denver, it has offices in Los Angeles (since  

2004) and New York (2008). 

High Noon’s immediate future plans 

are still cable-focused, specifically on 

property, food, lifestyle and travel. 

Alongside linear development, the 

prodco is also getting its feet wet in 

digital, though Berger estimates three-

quarters of its business will center on 

traditional linear development five years 

from today.

“Journalism was terrific background 

for creating unscripted content,” sums 

up Berger. “What we do today...is we’re 

journalists and we’re looking all around 

the country for super interesting people 

in extraordinary worlds.”

HIGH 
NOON 

AT 20

High Noon 
CEO Jim Berger
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Successful people are able to 

accomplish an astounding number of 

tasks efficiently and effectively. What’s 

their secret? They are masters of productive 

use of time. They maximize the time available 

for important things by not wasting precious 

minutes on unfruitful tasks, activities, and 

thinking. Here are eight things that successful 

people never waste their time doing.

 Dwelling on mistakes  Successful people 

transform failures into learning experiences. 

Their success is built on the ability to move 

past their mistakes, objectively assessing 

their shortcomings and applying this 

newfound knowledge constructively 

to future endeavors. By not moping or 

focusing on regret, they are able to redirect 

their energies to productive activities.

 Getting involved in office politics 

and conflicts  Becoming mired in petty 

activities such as unimportant workplace 

conflicts and office gossip wastes valuable 

time and energy. 

 Waiting for someone to tell them what 

to do with their time  One of the best 

ways to increase your productivity and gain 

success in the workplace is to take initiative. 

Constantly waiting for others to give you 

tasks means you are utilizing neither your 

time nor your abilities to best advantage.  

 Getting trapped by technology  For 

most of us, mindless web surfing and 

preoccupation with phones and other 

mobile devices takes up an excessive 

amount of time. Successful people resist 

these distractions, concentrating instead on 

producing good work.  

 Persevering in unfruitful endeavors 

With every step in your career, you should 

be progressing. If your job is not providing 

opportunities to learn, you will fall behind 

in achieving your goals. Successful people 

do not stagnate in disappointing jobs. They 

either leave dull jobs, or look for more 

fulfilling tasks in their current work, or seek 

growth opportunities outside their job. 

 Staying in toxic relationships 

Relationships with individuals who bring 

you down are detrimental to the pursuit 

of success. It may be hard, but sometimes 

it is best to end relationships if they are 

damaging your mental and emotional 

health. Successful people place a high 

priority on personal happiness, well-being 

and growth, and do not continue unhealthy 

relationships that jeopardize these goals. 

 Doubting themselves  A large part 

of attaining success is having the right 

attitude. Nobody is perfect, but a positive, 

confident and open-minded outlook keeps 

you on the forward path. Doubt has no 

place in your plans for success; it wastes 

mental energy and drags you down. 

 Being sluggish or languid  Of all the 

things that successful people never 

waste their time doing, perhaps the most 

important is doing nothing or being 

slothful. Success cannot be achieved 

without hard work. While it is important to 

relax and take time off, be careful not to let 

this slide into laziness.  

 Being successful depends on having the 

right attitude, a strong work ethic, and an 

effective, positive approach to use of time. If 

necessary, improve how you spend your time. 

Then watch how this increases your success.

 

Professor Chris Palmer is director 

of American University’s Center for 

Environmental Filmmaking and author of 

three books, including the newly published 

Confessions of a Wildlife Filmmaker and 

Now What, Grad? Your Path to Success After 

College. Shannon Lawrence is a filmmaker 

and MFA candidate at American University. •

BEST PRACTICES:  
WHAT SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE 
NEVER WASTE THEIR TIME ON

B Y  C H R I S  P A L M E R  A N D  

S H A N N O N  L A W R E N C E

Doug Herzog, president of Viacom Music and 

Entertainment Group and a longtime Viacom veteran, 

has left the firm just weeks after Bob Bakish was 

formally appointed CEO and tasked with charting a 

new direction for the company.

Herzog confirmed his January 12 departure in an 

internal memo to staff, noting, “Thus ends a 25 year 

professional journey, and wild ride spanning seven 

networks, four decades, three Daily Show hosts, over two 

separate tours of duty, and one joint venture.

“It was a helluva run, and I would wish it on anyone. I 

loved every minute of it,” he said. 

Herzog had been overseeing MTV, VH1, Logo TV, Comedy 

Central, Palladia, Spike, and Epix. Over his two-decade-plus 

career he is perhaps best known for developing MTV’s The 

Real World and Comedy Central’s The Daily Show.

He gave no immediate reason for the departure, but did 

note “the enormous change and disruption” dominating 

the media landscape and the world at large.

“I know it can be unsettling. But trust me, you should 

be excited and invigorated by it. Reinventing the brands 

and innovating with content are the great core strengths 

of this company. Bob (Bakish) is already bringing true 

leadership and vision to Viacom. He is a big believer in 

the power of these brands across all platforms. I promise 

you are in very good hands with him, as well as your 

tremendous brand leaders.”

Herzog’s move followed a number of staffing shake-ups 

at Viacom’s millennial-skewing net MTV, including the 

October departure of Sean Atkins as president, and the 

subsequent appointment of Chris McCarthy to the post. 

Former EVP of original content Michael Klein also left 

MTV in November.

In December, MTV announced the consolidation 

of its unscripted team with sister network VH1, after 

appointing Nina Diaz as head of unscripted at both 

networks in late November.

Jose Gonzalez

DOUG HERZOG 
EXITS VIACOM

Herzog
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I D E A S  &  E X E C U T I O N

As America grapples with issues concerning law enforcement, A&E’s latest gritty 

docuseries takes viewers to the front lines of policing in multiple cities, in real time.

IT TO THE
STREETS

TAKING
B Y  D A N I E L E  A L C I N I I

P olicing in America has been 
a hot-button issue as of late, 
in the wake of such events as 

the killings of unarmed black men in 
multiple American cities, and violence 
against police officers in Dallas, Texas 
and Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
 Partially as a response, A&E hoped to 

address the perceived lack of transparency 
among the country’s police forces last fall 
with Big Fish Entertainment’s Live PD, a 
weekly live docuseries that captured the 
action of six police departments across 
America in real time.
 In its first season, the series pulled 30 

live feeds from six cities across the country 
in a bid to offer an unfiltered look into a 
typical Friday night for men and women in 
blue. Those feeds were then transmitted via 
4G technology to a New York-based studio 
where ABC News chief legal analyst Dan 

Abrams, alongside Dallas Police Department 
detectives Rich Emberlin and Kevin 
Jackson, provided audiences with insight 
into what they’re viewing in real time, 
offering an inside take on each live incident.
 The series premiered on Oct. 28 to 

776,000 viewers in the U.S., with a 0.3 
rating among 18-49 year olds, and was 
initially slated for an eight-episode run 
of 120 minutes each. It evolved into nine 
episodes, with some at three hours.
According to the network, ahead of the 

finale of part one of the first season, it had 
averaged 840,000 total viewers per week, 
regularly outperforming its time slot by 
53% with total viewers, as of Dec. 15.
 That gradual progression in viewership 

enticed A+E Networks’ flagship channel to 
formally extend Live PD for an additional 
10 episodes, prolonging the Friday night 
series into the spring. The extended first 

Walton County 
deputy Oscar 
D’Lassalas is one of 
the officers Big Fish 
followed for Live PD.

“Live PD has 
that element of, 
‘What? How are 
they going to do 
that?’ Now we’ve 
done it and I’m 
proud of it.”



I D E A S  &  E X E C U T I O N
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season returned to A&E’s airwaves on 
January 6 after a brief holiday hiatus.
 “We think we’re on to something,” 

Elaine Frontain Bryant, exec VP and head 
of programming at A&E, tells realscreen. 
“What I’ve seen, week over week, is the 
show just gets better and we’ve seen the 
way the ratings have gone which are pretty 
steadily [up] – people are catching on to 
it. They’re interested; it’s social. It’s been a 
trending topic many different weeks. 
“What we’ve set out to do, we’ve 

accomplished – why wouldn’t we keep at 
it?” she adds. “Certainly, I’m hopeful that 
there is a season two.”
 Social media, and Twitter in particular, 

has emerged as a unique focus group for 
the network. The digital news and social 
networking platform has allowed the 
show’s creators to refine it on a minute-to-
minute basis based on real-time feedback 
from an engaged audience.
 “We now try to go to the studio only 

when it gives impactful discussions, more 
takeaway intel on what just happened 
in the field or in a package that we’ve 
pre-taped,” Frontain Bryant explains. “We 
realized that less is more with the studio 
and it has to have a purpose.”
 “Each week we’re digging in to all that 

data and trying to understand how the 
viewer is responding to it or what they’re 
responding to and how we can dial certain 
things up and certain things down,” adds 
Dan Cesareo, Big Fish Entertainment’s 
president and executive producer.
“If you’ve been watching the show, 

you’ve really seen it evolve over the first 
eight episodes,” he says. “In an ideal 
world, I would have done weeks more of 
run-throughs, but those are cost prohibitive 
and at some point you have to play the 
game and go live and really work on 
making those tweaks and adjustments.”

 It was in those early weeks of diving 
head first into live programming that the 
Big Fish team developed the instincts 
that dictated how long producers stayed 
on a particular story, when to leave it 
and when to return – all in real time. 
Week after week, the show’s pacing and 
storytelling have matured as the cross-
country teams hit their stride, Frontain 
Bryant and Cesareo maintain.
 “One of the interesting things about 

this series is the viewer has had to adjust 
how they watch television for this show, 
because they’re used to these very neat, 
clean packets of content that always pay 
off,” the Big Fish president says. “This 
is an extension of the live content that’s 
being broadcast on the web, but it’s a 
much higher-end experience with a much 
more polished version of storytelling.”
 Cohesion was an integral consideration 

for the teams involved with Live PD, 
particularly as the series embedded itself 
with new law enforcement offices in 
additional cities – an important move in 
highlighting a cross-section of policing in 
America. On Dec. 9, for instance, crews 
went live in Kentucky with the Warren 
County Sheriffs, covering the Bowling Green 
area of approximately 600 square miles.
 Production teams, meanwhile, have 

lingered in each maiden city, implanted 
with the gang unit in Tulsa, Oklahoma; 
the Arizona Department of Public Safety, 
focusing on border patrol and narcotics; 
the Utah State Highway Patrol, battling 
a massive drug trafficking corridor; 
Bridgeport, Connecticut, one of America’s 
most dangerous small cities; in Walton 
County, Florida; and in Richland County, 
South Carolina, home to the South’s 
second largest sheriffs department that 
covers a broad range of areas and a 
diversity of crimes.

“It is resonating – it’s something that people 
talk about. The situation that’s going on 
right now in six disparate regions of the 
country is fascinating to watch.”

A&E’s Elaine Frontain Bryant
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 While the topic of transparency 
is particularly poignant in the U.S., 
societies worldwide experience myriad 
issues with law enforcement and civil 
disobedience, making Live PD adaptable 
in just about every 
territory. But how 
would the subject 
matter translate 
internationally?
 “Honestly, I don’t 

know yet,” admits 
Frontain Bryant. 
“I’m making a show 
that resonates right 
now for America 
in late 2016, and it 
is resonating – it’s 
something that 
people talk about. 
The situation that’s 
going on in six different, disparate regions 
of the country is fascinating to watch. I 
couldn’t tell you if England or Australia 
have the same issues.
 “I’m not as intimately aware of all of 

the conversations, but I do know that 

several different markets are interested in 
exploring the format,” she adds. “There’s 
a lot going on [in America] and each 
region has to figure out if it’s the same 
situation for them.”

 A home to various 
gritty docuseries, 
including the long-
running Intervention, 
The First 48, and the 
recent Leah Remini: 
Scientology and the 
Aftermath, A&E is 
looking to lead the 
genre into new territory.
 “Live PD has that 

element of, ‘What? 
How are they going 
to do that?’ First it 
was the technology 
and then it became, 

‘How do you show that stuff?’ Now we’ve 
done it and I’m constantly proud of it,” 
Frontain Bryant says. 
“It’s respectfully done, in a way that we 

take seriously, with gravitas and respect 
for the individuals that are part of it.” •

“This is an 
extension of the 
live content that’s 
being broadcast 
on the web, but 
it’s a much higher-
end experience.”

Left: Utah Highway Patrol 
sergeant Steve Salas 
asseses a drug bust; right: 
ABC News’ Dan Abrams  and 
Dallas Police Department 
detectives Kevin Jackson 
and Rich Emberlin.

Big Fish’s Dan Cesareo
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By 
the year 2060, the American 

population that identifies as 

being of two or more races will 

have tripled.

 In around five years, the U.S. Census Bureau 

predicts more than half of the country’s children 

will be part of a minority race or ethnic group. By 

2044 the United States will become a “majority 

minority nation,” the federal agency reported 

earlier last year.

“We are going to have a lot of mixed-race 

children,” says Vivi Zigler, president of digital, 

brand and audience development at Endemol 

Shine North America. “How do programmers and 

networks think now about diversity? That’s very 

interesting and, although 2060 seems faraway, 

we’re stepping incrementally closer to that reality.”

It’s anyone’s guess what the television 

landscape will look like in 44 years, but in the 

meantime broadcasters, cable networks and 

streaming services are under pressure to better 

reflect their audiences in terms of gender, race, 

age, sexuality and disability.

At the Realscreen West conference in Santa 

Monica last June, Zigler presented research that the 

Big Brother and MasterChef prodco had gathered. 

Outside of race and gender identification, for 

example, what remained true in 2016 was that 

boomers still matter. If a network wants to capture the 

biggest audience possible, a television series needs to 

be a hit with the 50-plus set and their viewing habits.

Still, says Zigler, “The first step has to be great 

storytelling before you get to anything else. If 

you start with, ‘We need to fill a quota,’ you learn 

quickly that doing it backwards doesn’t work.”

Although diversity is generally tracked in scripted, 

alternative programming tends to fare better than 

scripted in terms of reflecting an audience thanks 

to long-running competition series such as The 

Amazing Race and America’s Next Top Model, but 

also docusoaps such as Oxygen’s Strut and VH1’s 

Love & Hip-Hop franchise.

In the UK, the BBC, Channel 4, ITV and Sky 

have teamed up to finance the Creative Diversity 

Network (CDN), an initiative that uses software to 

track diversity on camera and behind the scenes 

across British television. The first set of data, 

which is collected anonymously, is expected to be 

published this summer.

A world first, the initiative’s goal is to make a 

business case for diversity.

B Y  K E V I N  R I T C H I E

The conversation around diversity in front of and behind the camera gained momentum 

in 2016, and unscripted programmers have been listening. Some of the top hits of recent 

years feature diverse casts, but there is still much work to be done.

Reflecting  
the real world

TLC touts Sharp 
Entertainment’s 

90 Day Fiance as a 
format structure 
that encourages 
diverse casting.

D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D 
C O M M I S S I O N I N G 

R E P O R T
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“One of the problems with a lot of work 

around diversity is that people think it’s 

something ‘worthy,’” says Deborah Williams, 

CDN’s executive director. “We’re moving 

away from the idea that this is just about 

compliance. This is about creativity as well as 

it is about business and economics.”

The program began collecting data in August 

after 10 years of conversations. The challenge 

for Williams was getting execs past the notion 

that the data would be used negatively.

“This is about how we reach the next 

audience and the next talent pools,” she 

explains. “It’s about people seeing that being 

employed by a broadcaster is an option. Most 

people don’t think it is at the moment.”

Given that diversity has become a major 

topic this past year, realscreen reached out to 

three U.S. cable nets to talk strategies around 

unscripted programs, as well as what we can 

expect in the year ahead.

One of 2016’s break-out series was A&E 

and Bunim/Murray Productions’ Born 

This Way, which follows a diverse group of 

young adults living with Down syndrome. 

The series debuted in December 

2015 and was renewed for a third season in 

September after it won an Emmy for best 

unstructured reality series.

 The series was initially developed to be 

similar to Bunim/Murray’s landmark The Real 

World with the cast living in a single house. In 

the end, it was shot more like a doc, with criss-

crossing storylines about the young adults and 

their parents, who must let go of their children 

in order for them to live independent lives.

“There is heart, but not an earnestness 

in the show. We depict them honestly and 

truthfully because they are as dynamic as 

any other character on TV,” explains Elaine 

Frontain Bryant, A&E’s executive VP head of 

programming. “It cut through because it was 

so relatable and it didn’t feel like, ‘Gee, I need to 

watch this to learn something.’ You’re learning 

things as you’re being entertained.”

At A&E, diversity “doesn’t mean gender 

or race; it really means points of view,” adds 

Frontain Bryant. In the wake of Donald Trump’s 

election as U.S. president, the network plans on 

rolling out programming in the year ahead that 

will enter into the conversations that swirled 

around the divisive election campaign.

“Our country feels like it’s at a point in time 

of very diverse opinions about what a healthy 

America is,” she says.

“You cannot dismiss what is going on right 

now,” she adds. “How you explore that in ways 

that you’re not getting from the news is the 

challenge. We’re not trying to take a political 

point of view. It will be in a very documentary 

style showing people, groups and organizations 

that have points of view that you may never 

have been inside of before.”

A&E

A&E’s Born This Way from 
Bunim/Murray won an Emmy 
in 2016 for best unstructured 
reality series.

“Our country feels 
like it’s at a point in 
time of very diverse 
opinions about 
what a healthy 
America is.”

D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D 
C O M M I S S I O N I N G 

R E P O R T
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Behind the scenes, diverse perspectives are 

a priority for Nina Diaz, head of unscripted at 

Viacom-owned nets VH1 and MTV. The former has 

been touting ratings successes, with first quarter 

ratings in 2016 up 29% over the year prior thanks 

to docuseries such as Love & Hip Hop, Mob Wives 

and Black Ink Crew.

 The network also scored a sleeper hit late in the 

year with its “odd couple” cooking show, Martha 

& Snoop’s Potluck Dinner Party, which has been 

renewed for a second season, and the premiere 

drawing three million total viewers according to 

Nielsen Live + 3 data. Meanwhile, the rebooted 

America’s Next Top Model drew 1.3 million viewers to 

its December premiere.

Diaz was upped in VH1 programming not long after 

Chris McCarthy was promoted to network president. 

Both are now tasked with mounting a ratings 

resurgence at struggling sister net MTV.

“Our team is incredibly diverse,” Diaz says. “We 

feel like that makes for better creativity, better 

programming and better ideas. That’s the way I have 

always built my teams and continued that tradition 

as we came into VH1. On screen it’s very important 

to us as well. Our television shows should look like 

and reflect what’s going on culturally.”

Top Model repeats rated well on VH1, but creators 

and exec producers Tyra Banks and Ken Mok’s 

continued emphasis on diverse casting made it 

a fit with the channel’s current strategy to reflect 

multiculturalism across time slots in order to attract 

the 18-34 demo.

“We even pushed to make it as diverse as it’s ever 

been and more,” explains Diaz. “On camera, we 

wanted a huge cross-section of archetypes and it is 

extremely multicultural. It is the most diverse cast in 

ANTM history.”

On docusoaps, diverse new characters must feel 

like natural additions to the cast rather than token 

gestures. She touts the Love & Hip-Hop franchise 

(produced by Monami Entertainment and Eastern 

TV) as an example that has included transgender, 

lesbian, gay male and sexually fluid characters and 

storylines over the years.

 “It’s about the concept and will the concept speak 

to our core demo,” Diaz says. “There are people on 

the docus who are in their 30s and 40s, but whatever 

they may be going through, or what format they may 

be in, has to be relatable or feel very ‘of the now.’”

In 2015, it seemed like nets were rushing 

to greenlight reality shows starring 

transgender characters. One of the most 

prominent was TLC’s I Am Jazz, a docuseries 

from This Is Just a Test about Florida teen 

Jazz Jennings and her family that is in 

production on season three. In 2016, it 

won a GLAAD Media Award for outstanding 

reality series, tied with E!’s I Am Cait.

 At its heart, the show was about a pre-

teen about to enter puberty. “We thought 

our core audience would be interested in 

Jazz’s story. That’s what we look at with 

every show as we’re trying to decide to pick 

it up,” explains the Discovery-owned net’s 

general manager, Nancy Daniels.

The development process involved 

sensitivity training with GLAAD to ensure 

producers, and later the network’s marketing 

team, were using the right language and 

pronouns on set and with the press.

Daniels touts The Little Couple as an example 

of a series that made a group relatable to a 

wider audience, and 90 Day Fiance as the 

kind of format that is structured to allow for 

diverse casting.

“There’s not a [diversity] policy in place,” 

she explains. “We’re proud of the different 

types of lives and worlds that we show, but 

there is still opportunity to improve. That’s 

what we’ve been hearing across the board in 

entertainment in the last few years.”

This summer, TLC branched out into 

scripted with producer Tyler Perry on the 

drama series Too Close To Home. Working 

with the prolific director, playwright, actor 

and author to see how he has built up a loyal 

following among African-Americans has 

been instructive, she maintains.

“Tyler has been amazingly successful 

because he is super-serving an audience 

that isn’t being served,” she says. “In the 

mainstream media, you don’t hear a lot 

about his projects. You hear when they do 

millions at the box office, but his audience 

is paying attention to every single show he 

does. The guy is still doing plays and private 

performances. To me, it shows that there is an 

audience there that wasn’t being served.” •

VH1

TLC

TLC’s I Am Jazz, featuring 
Jazz Jennings (second 
from left), won a GLAAD 
Media Award in 2016. 
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W hen Raoul Peck decided 
to make a film about late 
writer and intellectual James 

Baldwin, his lawyer advised him to 
drop the idea. Baldwin’s estate had a 
reputation for refusing directors’ requests 
to license his work for the big screen.
The Haitian-born, Paris-based filmmaker 

nonetheless persisted and wrote a letter. To 
his surprise, a response came within days. 
He flew to Washington, D.C. and met with 
Baldwin’s sister, Gloria, who turned out to 
be a fan of his 2000 film Lumumba.
“They let us have a very, very cheap 

option which they didn’t even renew after 
two years,” Peck recalls. “They said forget 
about that – just concentrate on making 
this film. Not to have any money pressure 
on my shoulder was a very improbable and 
rare situation to be in as a filmmaker.”
However, with that freedom came a great 

sense of responsibility. Peck would spend 
the next 10 years conceiving and making the 
documentary I Am Not Your Negro, a visual 
essay that covers a large swath of Baldwin’s 
work but is structured around Remember This 
House, an unfinished book about the lives of 
civil rights leaders Medgar Evers, Malcolm X 
and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Rather than recount Baldwin’s life, the 

film brings the influential writer’s ideas to 
the fore by pairing archival imagery from 

the civil rights era of the 1960s and 1970s 
with voiceover by actor Samuel L. Jackson, 
who reads Baldwin’s words in character.
The doc had its world premiere at the 

Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF) in 
September, where it won the People’s Choice 
Documentary Award and landed a North 
American theatrical deal with Magnolia 
Pictures, which will begin a 20-to-25 city 
theatrical roll-out on Feb. 3. (It also received 
an Oscar-qualifying run in New York and 
Los Angeles in December 
and has been sold to 
more than 15 territories 
globally, including 
Australia and Brazil.)
Following a year that 

saw several high-profile 
police shootings of black 
Americans, Black Lives 
Matter protests, debates 
about diversity in the 
film industry and a 
divisive U.S. presidential 
election campaign, I 
Am Not Your Negro is a 
potent reminder of the enduring power and 
prescience of Baldwin’s social critiques.
For the doc community, I Am Not Your Negro 

is an example of how creative producing 
can succeed if a filmmaker is given enough 
time to realize an idea. The film would not 

have been possible if the Baldwin estate 
and primary backers ITVS and ARTE had 
badgered Peck with deadlines.
Once he decided the film would be a doc 

based on Baldwin’s writing, Peck tasked 
Rémi Grellety of Paris-based Velvet Film 
with spearheading archival research, 
which would become essential to the doc’s 
financing process. The director had already 
amassed footage, stills and audio, but hired 
French researcher Marie-Hélène Barbéris 

to begin what would 
become a two-year 
archival search across 
the U.S. and Europe.
After six months 

of research, editing 
started. There was no 
script, so Peck and 
his producers started 
creating sequences 
and a 30-minute 
teaser they took to 
potential funders so 
they could see the 
various approaches 

employed: the use of Hollywood movies, 
Baldwin interviews, voice-over, and 
imagery from the civil rights movement.
“The story is there, but how do I assemble 

it?” asks Peck. “I was thinking about 
images, about the stuff I knew I was going 

I Am Not Your Negro, Raoul 

Peck’s archive-heavy doc on 

the life and work of James 

Baldwin, is resonating with 

audiences, critics and the 

awards circuit.

B Y  K E V I N  R I T C H I E

YESTERDAY TODAY&

“It’s a discussion 
piece with the 
words of Baldwin 
and the authority 
of Baldwin. It’s a 
film you can see 
several times.”

Raoul Peck (center) spent 10 years conceiving 
and making I Am Not Your Negro, a documentary 
essay covering the work of influential writer 
James Baldwin.
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to research and things I knew 10, 20, 
30 years before – my whole youth. The 
through line was my own experience with 
Baldwin: How I learned about Baldwin, the 
impact of Baldwin in my life, my way of 
seeing images, analyzing images and my 
ambivalent love of Hollywood movies. A lot 
of this I got from Baldwin.”
Some potential backers still had trouble 

envisioning the final result, while 
others came on board gradually as Peck 
completed more sequences over the three 
years leading up to the TIFF premiere. 
(The budget was US$1.25 million.)
“The process was a very unique way 

to finance the film,” he says. “It’s a rare 
privilege to do a film like this. There is 
nothing I would change in that film. We 
went all the way and we didn’t leave 
anything unchecked.”
Archival sources included Getty Images, 

NBCUniversal Archives, Thomson Reuters, 
the Mississippi Department of Archives 
and History, Gaumont Pathé in France, and 
photographers such as Spider Martin, Bob 
Adelman and Don Sturkey. 
Researcher Prudence Arndt also joined the 

team to undertake the hunt for rare Baldwin 
photos in smaller archives in the United States. 

Baldwin was a well-
known media personality 
from the Sixties to the 
Eighties, so finding 
footage of lectures, TV 
appearances and debates 
was not difficult.  More 
personal or less-well-known footage and 
images proved more challenging to acquire, 
as his personal estate is small, and does not 
have the capacity to archive visual material.
Peck augments the footage of Baldwin 

with Hollywood films – used under fair use 
rules – as well as originally shot footage of 
anti-police brutality protests in Ferguson, 
Missouri and public domain footage from 
the civil rights era that was restored and 
colorized in some cases.
“The idea was to present those images 

that are well-known in a new angle or focus 
more on a specific detail or the point of 
view,” says Grellety.
Although I Am Not Your Negro will open 

theatrically in the middle of an uncertain 
political climate, Peck hopes the doc will help 
reframe political discussions around race and 
the economy as conversations about power.
“We want to energize the discussion 

because it’s not a film about yesterday – 

it’s a film about 
today,” Peck told 
realscreen during 
an interview 
in Toronto last 
September. “It’s 
a discussion 

piece with the words of Baldwin and the 
authority of Baldwin. It’s a film you can 
see several times. Every bit is profoundly 
truthful and gives you a line to follow.
“Another aspect of the film is that it shows 

how all the [civil rights] fights until today 
were organized. It was not just spontaneous. 
It was sit down, think and create [an]
organization that can take this fight on with 
allies. The civil rights movement was about 
organization. And we lost this ability. We 
lost our leaders in the last 30 to 40 years.
“Most of them were killed, bought, went into 

exile or went to prison. That was decimation 
of a whole leadership,” he continues. 
“We are still very separated. Baldwin 

gives you the keys to that; he gives you 
the analysis and he points his finger to the 
enemy and the citadel. The citadel is not 
the little fight about segregation or about 
race. It’s bigger than that.”

A R C H I V E  R E P O R T

The archival search for 
I Am Not Your Negro 
spanned two years and 
uncovered material from 
the U.S. and Europe.

“The civil rights 
movement 
was about 
organization. We 
lost this ability. 
We lost our 
leaders in the last 
30 to 40 years.”
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ALCHEMY 
AND ARCHIVE

A 
circa 1830s New England home tucked 

into the rural American Northeast, 

where the Mad Brook babbles into the 

Connecticut River, is at the heart of Ken Burns’ 

search for responses to the longtime question on 

American identity: Who are we? 

Over a 38-year period, every project on the 

documentarian’s slate has attempted to provide 

a multipolar lens in answer to that driving 

question. To that end, Burns and his robust 

team of researchers and editors have examined 

endless reels and collections of archival material, 

searching for nuance with the intensity of miners 

patiently panning inch by inch of alluvial soil in 

search of flecks of gold. 

The magic, so to speak, happens in the above-

mentioned editing chambers in Walpole, New 

Hampshire, where Burns has worked on almost 

all of his films with a ceaseless devotion to detail. 

There, the filmmaker has created “an alchemy 

that resists articulation”, developing a process of 

collecting, documenting, visiting and revisiting 

each archive in the hope that, with each new view, 

novel perspectives will mushroom. 

Burns and his partners at Florentine Films are 

now in the year-long final phase of putting to bed 

their latest series – The Vietnam War, a project 

that provides a slightly different challenge when 

compared with his other war series: the seminal 

Civil War and The War, which covers the second 

World War. With the events of Vietnam still fresh 

in many American memories and with many 

veterans around to tell their tales, the new series 

provides a unique avenue for engagement. 

“How is it that you can tell [the story] in a 

way that permits a multitude of voices and 

perspectives to feel like they are being heard and 

honored?” asks Burns in a telephone interview 

with realscreen. “That, I think, is the great 

challenge of our Vietnam film.” 

In it, Burns and Lynn Novick piece together a 

narrative that extends over 10 episodes and 18 

hours, developing a revisionist perspective on 

the war through myriad perspectives gleaned 

through 100 interviews, including – but not 

limited to – pro- and anti-war supporters on the 

U.S. side, the U.S. administration, and civilian and 

military voices from Vietnam. 

The overall scope of Vietnam aside, the film 

will feature a unique archival voice for a Burns’ 

history series, which is being produced out of the 

company’s New York offices by Sarah Botstein, 

Novick and Burns. It will be edited in the Walpole 

studio, and contains a veritable vault of archival 

materials: including photographs from some of 

the most acclaimed journalists of that time, and 

unseen home videos and recordings from within 

the Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon administrations. 

An unusual dimension of the archive is the 

wealth of footage from the broadcast networks, a 

departure from previous Florentine Films’ series 

where the documentation of war was sourced 

from the the National Archives. Vietnam marked 

the first time that broadcast networks brought the 

story of war into American living rooms.

“I treat the footage as if it is coverage. I feel 

obligated to not just illustrate, but [also] to 

find some artful way of combining the various 

footages to do something more,” Burns says. 

We will have to wait until September 2017 when 

The Vietnam War debuts on PBS to know how Burns 

and Novick achieve the effect in this ambitious 

series. But Burns offers some insight: In the final 

episode of the series, the focus is largely on the 

Tet Offensive (which began on Jan. 30, 1968) and 

its aftermath. In the Walpole editing studio, a 

long-time editor and Florentine Films collaborator, 

Erik Ewers, is one of the master cutters of the Tet 

Offensive sequence. Burns points to the episode 

as an example of his effort to provide a truly 

immersive experience of the Vietnam War, which 

he describes as an “artful blend” of everything – 

“of quick cutting and also very slow cutting, and 

also realistic sound effects and the music, the 

commentary of the people who were in the middle 

of it, frantic radio communication and TV reports 

both on and off camera.” 

In the scores of screenings that are part of the 

decade-long editing process behind The Vietnam 

War, Burns brings in people with different lenses 

to view the film. By providing a wide ranging 

presentation of the offensive, which proved to 

be the turning point in the U.S. war, Burns seems 

satisfied with the use of the archive: “I haven’t 

had one person respond that they didn’t feel like 

they were in it.”

B Y  S O N Y A  F A T A H

Ken Burns is putting the 

finishing touches on his 

latest film, The Vietnam War, 

blending the best of historical 

material with modern editing 

techniques to create a truly 

immersive experience. 

Ken Burns’ The Vietnam War is an 18-hour examination of the conflict derived through 100 interviews, set 
to air in September of 2017.
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The use of the archive is seminal in retelling 

history from diverse vantage points. Yet, the skill 

of deploying archive in new and astonishing ways 

is something Burns has quietly mastered over 

time, beginning in the late 1970s when he worked 

alone in a little cabin a couple of miles from the 

current downtown Walpole location. There, 

financially strapped but dedicated to the making 

of Brooklyn Bridge (released in 1981), he spent 

countless hours poring over image after image, 

searching for hidden truths. 

“You want to make sure to use the stills and the 

footage in a way that you are looking for something 

more, a condition in which the words you’re hearing 

or the sounds that you’re hearing and the picture 

that you are seeing just don’t add up to one and one 

equals two, but you’re looking for some odd catalyst 

where one and one equals three,” he says. 

Therein lie what Burns calls “equivalencies, and 

that’s a little bit different from illustration.” 

The effect is almost illusionary, and the 

filmmaker says the best compliment of his career 

came to him during an awards ceremony for that 

first film at the Brooklyn Museum. A woman in 

the audience wanted to know where Burns had 

acquired the footage of the girl on the Brooklyn 

Bridge. It isn’t footage, Burns informed her. He 

patiently described what he had done with a still 

photograph, tilting the camera upwards on the 

image and layering on a soundtrack – the sound 

of seagulls passing overhead, the men shouting 

to one another, the creaking of a crane in motion 

– to make the photograph come alive. But the 

woman in the audience was disbelieving. She 

argued that it could not have been a photograph. 

“That’s when you know you’ve done it,” he says. 

Over the past 38 years, Burns says he has 

grown as a filmmaker but his process of playing 

with and presenting archival materials in a 

new format to his audience hasn’t changed 

much. Given that Florentine Film projects often 

come to life over years, 

not months, the most 

obvious ingredient in his 

recipe is time. 

“If you are willing to 

spend as many years as we do in crafting [a project], 

then you have the possibility that the body of water 

you are working in is not shallow but deep.”

Achieving depth comes through the collaboration 

of a mixed team of seasoned Burns-trained editors 

and fresh blood. For months the team listens to 

a recording of Burns’ voice telling the story sans 

images. The editors listen to the story almost as an 

audio recording, seeing no faces, no images, and 

no footage until they arrive at the arc of the story. 

Little by little the images and footage are inserted 

along with a soundtrack 

(the editing is informed 

by the beat and rhythm of 

the music as much as the 

words in its narration). 

“Dozens and dozens” of 

screenings follow before an 

episode is finally a final cut.  

The change in Burns’ 

approach from Brooklyn 

Bridge to, say, The 

Vietnam War is less 

to do with the craft of 

storytelling and more 

with the changes in 

technology. 

In the old days Burns 

would spend hours in each archive hand 

photographing images using two umbrella lamps 

and moving in and out to create that legendary 

“Ken Burns effect.” Most of that work now takes 

place using a computer program to create 

movement and effects. 

Technology, he insists, changes very little in 

the fundamental business of storytelling. In 

the 1850s lots of people said that the telegraph 

would change everything, he says. There was 

fear that the process would change how we 

communicate. “But look, you still put your pants 

on one leg at a time.”

The Walpole studio was once owned by a doctor. 

In the doctor’s chambers today there is a kind of 

medical precision to the Burns process; like a good 

surgeon the craft is mastered over hours and days 

and years, and through the act of repetition. How 

long should this shot last? What should he cut to? 

What color should its background be? Through 

trial and error, that same shot is done and redone 

until the result is achieved. 

The equivalencies Burns seeks in his 

treatment of archive can be traced to his 

tutelage under still photographers. In fact, 

Burns owes the use of the borrowed phrase to 

one of his mentors, modernist photographer 

Paul Strand, famous for his 1915 documentary 

photo of Wall Street but also for his silent film 

Manhattan, which 

depicted everyday 

life in New York. 

Strand used the term 

“equivalencies” to 

describe what he 

looked for in an image. 

Burns believes he has 

“bolderized” the term 

through his treatment of 

the archive. 

“By energetically 

moving across its 

landscape,” the filmmaker 

treats live footage as if it 

were a painting. 

“In archive we’re trying 

to suspend the laws of belief and treat it as if it were 

coming alive,” he says.

Through the filmmaker’s relationship with PBS, the 

final result reaches hundreds of thousands, many of 

them in schools training to be the future leaders of 

their communities. 

“I’ve been in the business of telling shared 

stories,” he summarizes. “The solution is not to 

divide to our tribal instincts but to find in these 

shared stories connections for people. 

“Some of the recent divisions were born in 

Vietnam so if our film can help unpack some of 

that stuff that would be a good thing.” 

Burns’  first film for PBS, 
Brooklyn Bridge, received 

an Academy Award 
nomination in 1982.

“I feel obligated 
to not just 
illustrate, but to 
find some artful 
way of combining 
the various 
footages to do 
something more.”
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M ichael Kantor, the executive director 

for ‘American Masters’ at WNET, had 

a message and a shout-out for the 

archival producers attending a 2015 conference 

for ACSIL, the organization of footage licensors. 

Once a producer and now a commissioner of 

archive-rich programming, Kantor understood 

that the excavation of rare and surprising footage 

is essential to successful historical programming. 

Channeling Archimedes, he coined a new term for 

the research contribution to an historical film:  the 

“Eureka” moment, in reference to that time when 

a piece of footage surfaces 

that literally alters the 

narrative of the program. 

“Usually these happen when 

your archival researcher 

comes running into your office…and says, ‘Wow …I 

found something amazing,” he said.

So, who finds this material that challenges the film’s 

narrative and lures audiences to the theater or TV 

to experience “never-before-seen, rare footage”? 

More often than not, the footage had been found by 

“archival producers” – a profession over a century 

old that mixes the skills and labors of archeologists, 

librarians, private detectives, historians, chemists, 

translators, psychologists, forensic scientists, 

intellectual-property attorneys, and filmmakers.   

These professionals deserve recognition that belies 

their status in the creation of archival documentaries. 

There should be a trophy from every award-giving 

body that celebrates media excellence.  Archival 

producers deserve Oscars and Emmys and Critics 

Choice Awards and wherever we recognize the 

accomplishments of an editor or sound designer, we 

should add a category for the archive researcher, too.

When we plotted out the research for The Beatles: 

Eight Days a Week – The Touring Years, we put the 

entire media research process upfront. Instead of 

searching for items in a script, we set our sights on 

everything we could find about the Beatles between 

1963 and 1967. This was a massive hunt involving 

30 professionals, spanning four continents and 

utilizing social media to crowdsource amateur media 

in people’s basements. Ron Howard was brought 

in to direct the project after we had completed our 

exploration. We organized the archival media; Ron 

Howard found the story.

Archival producers are made, not born. There are no 

schools for archival producers, no unions, no guilds. 

The elite of the archive research community has been 

at this work for decades: some for 30 or 40 years.  

They learned the craft through ad hoc apprentice 

systems, supporting the previous generation of film 

researchers who filled massive historical series with 

footage (e.g., The World at War, Smithsonian World, 

Eyes on the Prize). They have built strong, productive 

and often personal relationships with decision-makers 

at the most valued archives and they understand the 

landscape of the footage underground or wilderness. 

They are pathfinders who move smartly through one 

archive of dying media to another. 

More importantly, they think about footage all 

the time. They dream footage. The best of archival 

researchers are obsessed with the detective 

work that leads to great discoveries and takes 

them into underground vaults and chambers in 

global outposts. While an amateur researcher will 

probably look to YouTube for source footage (and 

then they can’t really figure out how to license the 

footage or get a high-quality master), the archival 

producer goes to the source:  to analog films and 

video masters and field tapes, the original media 

elements  that never appear on YouTube and 

that are still waiting to be digitized. This is where 

the discoveries of “rare and unseen footage” 

happen. The archival producers who dig it out are 

the professionals who deliver on the marketing 

promise of rare and unseen footage.  It takes them 

decades to reach the top of their craft.  

Now that we are undergoing a renaissance in 

prestige historical programming (look at what has 

been driving the doc awards for past few years:  O.J.: 

Made in America; Amy; What Happened, Miss Simone; 

13th; Black Panthers: Vanguard of the Revolution, and 

many more) it is time for the archive producers to 

come on stage and take their bows. It is hard to think 

of any successful historical doc that doesn’t have a 

gifted and resourceful archival producer in its credits.

So let’s do it. As the archives become more and 

more important to historical films with wide and 

hungry audiences, we need to put the archival 

producer on some kind of pedestal: a place where 

they can be observed and admired and envied. 

We want millennials to dream of being archival 

producers when they grow up; otherwise, the 

deep knowledge honed over decades by those at 

the top of their game today will not pass on, and 

our deep reservoir of non-digitized film and video 

programming will decay, mold, and disappear.

Let’s make history.

Matthew White is an award-winning filmmaker 

and managing partner of Sutton Hoo Studios, an 

archive-inspired production company based in the 

Washington DC area. He developed with his partners 

the original idea and served as co-producer for The 

Beatles: Eight Days a Week  – The Touring Years 

and acts as the executive director for footage licensing 

association  ACSIL. @mattwhite50. •

B Y  M A T T  W H I T E

The best archival 

researchers are obsessed 

with the detective work 

that leads to great 

discoveries and takes 

them into underground 

vaults and chambers in 

global outposts. ACSIL’s 

Matt White argues it is 

time to formally recognize 

these people for their 

contribution to film. 

LET’S  
MAKE
HISTORY
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Our fave four
In a year that spoiled audiences with sterling documentaries and can’t-miss docuseries, 

from thought-provoking biographies to the politically and socially inspiring, the staff at 

realscreen takes a look back at the best non-fiction from 2016.

K e v I n  R I t c h I e

Kate Plays 
Christine

 

One of the year’s strangest and 

most intense documentaries 

revisits the story of christine 

chubbuck, a Sarasota, Florida 

news reporter who shot herself to 

death on live television in 1974. 

Rather than a standard biopic, 

director Robert Greene follows 

an actor (Kate Lyn Sheil) cast in 

a mock low-budget melodrama 

based on the chubbuck story as 

a way to unpack his own impulse 

to make a film on such a grisly 

topic. As the movie, which was 

beautifully filmed by DP Sean 

Price Williams, builds to its 

inevitable climactic scene, you 

think about all the weird s*** 

directors put actors through and 

then you think about all the weird 

s*** you’ve ever (voluntarily) sat 

through and suddenly the cinema 

screen seems like the thinnest of 

barriers. It’s so meta you notice a 

new layer every time you watch.

t I F F A n y  R u S h t O n

Little Big 
Shots

 

As a fan of classic television, I am 

a sucker for watching talented 

kids and aspiring to be them 

when I finally grow up. Better still 

is waiting for the always fantastic 

reaction on Steve harvey’s face, 

as he’s blown away by the abilities 

of the children featured – from 

Bruce Lee aficionados to the next 

great singers and musicians of 

the world. In a world full of twists 

and turns, Little Big Shots provides 

a moment in time to marvel at 

the inspiring talents of the next 

generation, and I look forward to 

tuning in to season two!

D A n I e L e  A L c I n I I

Weiner
 

Josh Kriegman and elyse 

Steinberg’s Academy Award-

shortlisted Weiner, which held 

its world premiere at Sundance 

at the start of last year, hits on 

every note of embarrassment, 

despair and irritation while still 

managing to remain completely 

engrossing. the cinéma vérité 

film captures, in agonizing detail, 

the attempts of former u.S. 

congressman Anthony Weiner 

to reinvigorate his scandal-

plagued political career through 

a promising 2013 new york city 

mayoral run, only to be followed 

by a devastating downfall at the 

hands of yet another sexting 

scandal. Over the 100-minute 

doc, wonderfully edited by eli B. 

Despres, the filmmakers manage 

to piece together a painful and 

scintillating look into the life of 

a man who, despite his talents, 

continually chooses the path of 

self-destruction.

D A R A h  h A n S e n

Planet Earth II
 

I’m proud to say that my mother 

and father have dedicated much 

of their lives and expertise to 

documenting and caring for 

wildlife – feathered, furry and 

flora – in our native canada. So 

it’s only natural that I would be 

attracted to the BBc’s docuseries 

Planet Earth II. the animals 

and scenery, shot in uhD, are 

stunning. But the true power of 

this natural history juggernaut 

lies in its ability to inspire whole 

new generations of people, 

millions of whom (based on 

early ratings) are eager to follow 

in the footsteps of Sir David 

Attenborough and champion our 

planet and all its living creatures. 

What an accomplishment. •
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