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Media Language
You will need to consider:

• How the different modes and languages associated with different media forms communicate 
multiple meanings

• How the combination of elements of media language influence meaning

• The codes and conventions of media forms and products, including processes through which 
media language develops as a genre

• The dynamic and historically relative nature of genre

• The processes through which meanings are created through intertextuality

• How audiences respond to and interpret the above aspects of media language

• Narratology (including Todorov)

• Genre (including Neale)

• Structuralism (including Lévi Strauss) at A level

• Post-modernism (including Baudrillard) at A level
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Analytical toolkit for television

You will need to analyse television texts in terms of media language

This will include:

• Technical Codes 

• Visual Codes 

• Genre 

• Narrative

Mindshower – what would you expect to include for each of these headings?

Then use the digital resource ‘Analytical toolkit’ to compare your answers with those 
suggested.

Technical codes recap quiz

Use the digital resource - ‘Technical codes’
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“Tendencies” or functions of documentary

Michael Renov suggests these are:

• to record, reveal, or preserve

• to persuade or promote

• to analyze or interrogate

• to express

• (Toward a Poetics of Documentary in Theorizing Documentary  AFI Film Readers 1993 p21)

Look at a week’s TV schedules. Identify documentaries which fulfil each of these functions 
and complete the chart below

Function Documentary Example

to record, reveal, or preserve

to persuade or promote

to analyse or interrogate

to express
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The documentary

Is documentary a genre? A style? A form? A movement?  There have been a number of attempts 
to define it :

“Kino-Pravda” – cinema as truth – Dziga Vertov

“The creative treatment of actuality” – John Grierson

“Representing reality” – Bill Nichols

Obviously, then, there are many different definitions of and types of documentary. 

Directed Study Task:  Henrik Juel: Defining Documentary Film makes some interesting points 
about defining documentary. Read the article and highlight the key points made.

http://pov.imv.au.dk/Issue_22/section_1/artc1A.html

Modes of documentary (Bill Nichols)

Bill Nichols also categorises documentary by mode.

Use the interactive resource to match up the definitions with each mode. Or cut out the cards and 
match them up.

the filmmaker actually becomes a performer within the 
documentary, with their own subjective message, script and 
agenda – e.g. Michael Moore

the filmmaker is part of the text – the relationship between 
filmmaker and subject is focal and the filmmaker is seen/
heard

focus on aesthetics, mood and tone, rather than following 
traditional narrative - often regarded as avant-garde

considers and reveals the process of documentary- making 
itself known so that audiences may understand and question 
it

there is a narrative (usually through an omniscient voice-over) 
reinforced by visual footage, and the documentary seeks to 
inform and persuade the audience through rhetoric, usually 
about social issues

documentary as truth – the filmmaker simply observes the ac-
tion. Use of fly-on-the-wall camera, long takes, lack of editing 
and audience manipulation. Direct cinema.

Observational

Expository

Reflexive

Poetic

Participatory

Performative
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Documentary Documentary Mode

Go back to your initial chart of television documentaries and their functions on Page 3.  What 
mode do they use? Complete this chart.

Documentary History: Some Suggestions

http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/docexhibit/docuchron.htm

1895 

Lumiere brothers – Arrival of a train at La Ciotat station - actuality (0’40”) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1dgLEDdFddk

1922

Robert Flaherty – Nanook of the North – romanticism  (5’) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oEajMPZy_0Q

1928

Man With a Movie Camera -  Dziga Vertov – ‘kino-pravda’ and the city symphony BFI trailer (1’04”) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BtTlgxtoqhg

1929

Drifters – John Grierson - creative actuality (5’) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uZpd4oV4ucU&list=PLPuEJuyAtM3vuF-mVCHm_
VpKATPKrAaDl
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1933

Housing Problems - Elton & Anstey- social impact 
(14’) 

h t t p s : / / w w w . y o u t u b e . c o m /
watch?v=tphbEpVfv24

1953

Free Cinema – Lindsay Anderson O Dreamland 

h t t p s : / / w w w . y o u t u b e . c o m /
watch?v=LLlKR1x1oWY

1966

Titicut Follies trailer– Frederick Wiseman – cinéma 
vérité (0’55”) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YuAGuf-
QhAQ

1966

Versus: The Life and Films of Ken Loach - Cathy Come Home clip (2’24”)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xky8ZqhNAlo

1975

Grey Gardens  2015 trailer - direct cinema - Alfred & David Maysles (2’05”) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HZl1IJLTMXM

1998

Kurt & Courtney trailer Nick Broomfield – self-reflexive (2’02”) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RvjffMViRzg

2002

Bowling for Columbine Michael Moores- performative/participatory/Les Nouvelles Egotistes (2’03”) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hH0mSAjp_Jw

2006

Nick Broomfield – Ghosts - direct cinema (2’47”) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qSbqcrVnjNw
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Renov and the “fictive”

Non-fiction also contains “fictive” elements – i.e. documentary uses many of the methods of the 
non-fiction text, particularly mainstream cinema, in the way in which it constructs meaning. 

Use the Interactive resource ‘Renov and “Fictive” to read the extract from Michael Renov’s 
Introduction and identify what he thinks are the “fictive” elements of documentary

Michael Renov Introduction : The Truth about Non-Fiction pp5-6 in 

Theorizing Documentary AFI Film Readers 1993

Romanticism and documentary

In order for stories to be told “romantically” and “authentically”, the truth actually had to be 
constructed. For example, Robert Flaherty’s 1922 film Nanook of The North features scenes in which 
the Inuit family hunt and catch a walrus with harpoons. Flaherty had them re-enact this although 
they had not used this method for many years, preferring guns.  A special igloo also had to be built 
with a wall removed so that interiors could be shot.  In the same way, the cabins on herring boats 
had to be re-designed to accommodate the equipment in John Grierson’s “Drifters”

• Narrativity – to “narrativise the real”
• Performance for the camera
• Construction of character
• Poetic language, narration or musical accompaniment to heighten emotional impact
• The creation of suspense via the agency of embedded narratives ( e.g. tales told by inter-

view subjects) or various dramatic arcs 
• Use of high/low camera angles, close-ups, lenses 
• Editing and manipulation of time and space
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The Kuleshov effect

Lev Kuleshov attempted to illustrate the power of editing in the creation of meaning through 
an experiment in which he intercut an actor’s blank face with several other images.  Audiences 
believed the actor was expressing a different emotion dependent on what he was looking at – 
although the shot was identical.

Alfred Hitchcock explains this in his own way (7’)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NG0V7EVFZt4

Students at the University of North Carolina tried to re-create this experiment in 2009

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QQNpHELKjn0

Create a word cloud of documentary codes and conventions
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Task: hybridity -  applying conventions

Watch the opening of “The Jinx”  Episode 1 (00:00-03:50) and identify the generic signifiers of 
both documentary and crime drama in the episode. Does it have elements of other genres? Is 
it a typical TV documentary? What makes it “different”? Discuss in groups, using the extracts 
below to help you

“this is re-enactment TV, plain and simple. Interviews with key players take place and these people 
offer their remembrances of how they saw certain events, dramatic re-enactments take place 
giving visual grounding to their words, music swells, and so forth. On a purely structural basis, 
there’s little here that separates The Jinx from a show like FBI: Criminal Pursuit, so make no mistake: 
Jarecki’s passion project does little that is truly “groundbreaking” in terms of content or form….

…Jarecki has taken the tried and true format that is re-enactment television and given it the kind 
of consideration and presentation that we’ve come to expect from only the most decorated of 
filmmakers. The production design for every re-enactment is fluid and effective. The music, ranging 
from West Dylan Thordson and John Kusiak’s haunting score to the selection of The Eels’ “Fresh 
Blood” as its theme song, borders on perfect. The editing is measured and expertly-paced, and 
so on. To say that The Jinx will go down as one of the most superlative achievements in television 
history is an outright lie: it already achieved that before even coming out on DVD.” 

http://www.popmatters.com/review/the-jinx-the-life-and-deaths-of-robert-durst/

Genre task – the development & context of documentary (Neale)

BFI’s Screen Online - DOCUMENTARY

‘Not so much a single genre as an umbrella of related programme types, each seeking to 
represent versions of reality. Documentary forms have evolved from the beginnings of cinema to 
contemporary so-called docu-soaps, which some people might not see as being ‘documentary’ at 
all. They are characterised by relatively “high modality”’

http://www.screenonline.org.uk/education/glossary.html

Steve Neale suggests that genres exist within particular contexts and develop through borrowing 
from other texts.  What evidence is there for this? 
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How does “The Jinx” reflect contemporary ideologies and concerns? Give examples. 

Modality

Modality (Screen Online) http://www.screenonline.org.uk/education/glossary.html

A term coined to unpack the notion of ‘realism’. Modality refers to how close to reality the producer 
intends a particular text to be. For example, the makers of Tom and Jerry obviously intended their 
animation to be some distance from realistic - to have ‘low modality’. Some documentary makers, 
on the other hand, especially observational documentaries - would like to persuade us that they 
are capturing a version of reality i.e. ‘high modality’. Each text will include clues as to how high 
or low the modality is. ‘Modality markers’ might include whether there is music on a soundtrack, 
whether the editing is stylised, or shots are long and static.

Read the article at http://www.digitalvision.tv/the-jinx/ and also think about your own understanding 
of “The Jinx”. What is constructed in “The Jinx”?

Post-moderinsm and ‘The Jinx’

Baudrillard argues that the media create hyperrealities based 
on a continuous process of  mediation.  What is encoded as 
‘real’ (and what we decode through media products) is not ‘real’ 
but instead a ‘simulacrum’ which offers us a hyperreality  (“A 
real without origin or reality” – Jean Baudrillard) that we accept 
as real because we are so consistently exposed to it.

Thus media images have come to seem more “real” than the 
reality they supposedly represent

‘Our mental pictures of the perfect body, house, meal and 
sexual relationship have been created through exposure to 
constantly recycled media depictions that have no basis in 
fact – but it is these images that create our expectations’ (Em 
Griffen (2012) A First Look at Communication Theory, p319)

Lévi-Strauss suggested that media texts are now made up of 



Media Series - TV 11

Student Notes 
Media Series - TV 

“debris” that we recognise  from other texts and these are combined – “bricolage”. This may be 
heard in e.g. a musical “mash-up” or remix.

Post-modernism

Post-modern element Example(s) from the text

Intertextuality – 
acknowledgement of existing 
media texts

References to popular culture

Bricolage

Irony

Anti-realist

Narrative fragmentation or 
temporal distortion

Self-reflexive

Parody/Pastiche (“pasted”)/
Homage

Ambiguity
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Post-modernism & ‘The Jinx’

How far is ‘The Jinx’ a post-modern text?

How could we apply the concept of “simulacra” to  ‘The Jinx’? Is what we are seeing hyperreal?

Extended writing task

‘The Jinx has earned critical praise for its innovative storytelling and sophistication. “This 
series has redefined documentaries,” concludes Smerling.  “Its use of narrative editing 
techniques and exciting visual storytelling has brought new interest to the genre. Words like 
‘groundbreaking’ have been used to describe it.  We tried to make a series to compete with 
Homeland and House of Cards.”’ 

Writer/producer/director of photography Marc Smerling http://www.digitalvision.tv/the-jinx/

How far can “The Jinx” be defined as post-modern? Give reasons for your answer and refer to 
detailed examples from the text.
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Narrative

Can you identify the various stages of the narrative in Episode 1 of ‘The Jinx’?

Todorovian structure

• Equilibrium 

• Disruption 

• Recognition 

• Resolution

• Equilibrium 

• Would we expect full closure in an episodic drama? 

• Are there non-linear elements within the episode? 

• Are there obvious cause/effect links set up through e.g. Barthesian action or enigma codes? 

Todorov

It is more difficult to apply Todorov to this 
narrative as it is highly ___________ and 
operates through different narrative strands, 
for example, the story of Durst and the 
murders is ____________ with the making of 
the documentary about Durst.

The narrative uses the __________ of 
a fictionalised thriller – investigative, 
________-based – but as this is Episode 1 there 
is no _____________. Episode 1 acts as the “set-
up” or _____________ stage, establishing binary 
oppositions and narrative arcs.

The narrative is a _____________ in that it relies 
significantly on the manipulation of time 
and space (foreshadowed by the complexity 
of the credit sequence), shifting narrative 
positioning, story ___________ and editing.

We might argue, then, that the text conforms partly to Todorov’s theory of narratology – but not 
fully.

http://www.thejinxhbo.com/timeline/
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Binary opposites (Levi-Strauss)

Binary Opposition (defined by Levi-Strauss) – many oppositions are set up to drive the narrative 
and we watch to discover which side “triumphs” in the end.  

What is ideologically important about the resolution of these oppositions? 

Can you identify what is in “opposition” to the first word within the text?

Rich v ____________

Male v _____________

Individual v ___________

Criminal _____________

Truth v _____________

Robert Durst v _________________

Past v _______________

Documentary maker v ___________

The success of the programme v ____________________

Reality v ____________________

Kathie v _____________

Prosecution v __________
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Story arcs/character arcs

There are several story arcs and narrative strands – can you identify them?

The time frames may be broadly split into the following periods which are juxtaposed through 
‘flashbacks’ archive/reconstruction/montage

Narrative - ‘The Jinx’

Key Questions for Class Discussion:

• Is the narrative entirely linear? If not, why not? Give examples

• Does the episode have a flexi-narrative? 

• Are there story arcs which run across the series?

• Are there obvious codes (Barthes) around which the narrative is structured? Give examples

• Is it realist?

• How are time and space manipulated within the narrative?

Narrative - points you may have made

• Part of larger narrative - only the beginning

• As a documentary it is more likely to contain montage etc. 

• Linear/non-linear - is it? Manipulation of time and space
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• Anti-realist elements at times? Flashbacks and montages

• Investigative narrative/Intellectual puzzle for an active audience.  Not “easy” viewing

• Punctuated by clues which become narrative markers- enigmas/hermeneutics throughout. 

• Narrative - Is it a flexi-narrative? Characters are complex, storylines interweave, we question 
what is real and what isn’t, it challenges the audience through enigma, confusion

• Complex cross - cutting between past/present and different lines of action 

• Journey/quest structure – to find the truth - link to Campbell/Vogler.  Does the documentary 
maker also have a narrative quest?


