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ABSTRACT 
 

‘Aliens Among Us: A Korsakow based Film About People and their Dogs’ is a creative 

practice-led research project generating new knowledge about the affordances of the non-

linear film, which also functions as a personal essay film, and which has been filmed using a 

mobile cameraphone.  

 My experience as a writer and director of feature length linear documentaries is 

extensive, with substantial production budgets and conventional, ‘industry model’ methods of 

production. When beginning my doctoral knowledge quest, I decided to move away from that 

model completely, in order to investigate production models that are lo-fi, low budget, 

fragmentary, and non-linear. This PhD exegesis discusses how Korsakow software, with its 

capacity for iterative making and re-making of fragmentary narratives, is both appropriate for 

this investigation and deserving of close analysis. Thus, I have linked an examination of the 

Korsakow format to an investigation into the affordances of the essay film, with its emphasis 

on embodied experience, and its tendency to slip between the different categories of 

documentary, visual arts, and experimental film. Thirdly, simultaneously, I examine how the 

low-budget use of the mobile cameraphone effects the Korsakow-based, essayistic 

filmmaking that is the ‘object’ under investigation throughout my doctoral research.   

  

        To probe deeply into this relatively under-researched production model, I resolved to 

make and reflect upon a creative artefact. Given that I have always found the relationship 

between people and their dogs to be both fascinating and mysterious, I deemed this topic to 

be pertinent to my knowledge quest. Thus, I have filmed my relationship with my dogs, using 

my mobile cameraphone and occasionally asking friends to contribute content to my 

Korsakow-based essay film. Before, during and after the filmmaking I have engaged in the 

reflection and analysis that have given rise to the exegesis currently in front of you.  
 

So, to summarise for the purposes of this abstract: 
 

(1)  My main research question is a formal one: composing a personal essay film which 

functions as a participatory, non-linear documentary, utilising mobile phone technology 

with which to film and Korsakow software with which to compose and edit, what new 

knowledge can I discover about the expressive possibilities of this innovative artistic 

form?  
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(2)  While I emphasise that the above question is the main, formative and accountable one 

that guides my thesis research, I note that there is an ancillary or ‘bonus’ question, which 

is thematic and which yields a second batch of knowledge generated throughout the 

thesis: what fresh understanding can I discover,  through the making of this project, 

about the relationships between people and their dogs nowadays?   
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PREFACE 
 

This Preface will describe the scope of my research questions, and the reasons, both 

intellectual and practical, that lead me to this particular quest for knowledge in the context of 

a PhD creative practice-led exegesis. It will discuss the intellectual journey I embarked upon 

to contemplate and design my interlinked research questions, as listed below. I will also 

briefly outline the structure of my exegesis, and summarise the various chapters within. 

 This dossier contains the assessable material associated with my creative practice-led 

research conducted within the doctoral candidacy program at the University of Canberra. The 

dossier is comprised of (i) my creative artefact, which has been led by a set of linked research 

questions, plus (ii) my exegesis which reflects on and makes explicit the main investigative 

processes and the new knowledge that was discovered and/or generated throughout the 

research project.  

 My preference is that you inspect and interact with the creative artefact first, after 

reading this Preface, which presents an introductory account of the research questions and the 

knowledge-quest that have impelled the doctorate. I request that you watch the artefact first 

because much of my writing in the exegesis refers specifically to content in the artefact, and 

viewing it first will assist in reading the exegesis.   

 Below is the link to my artefact. I request that you use the Chrome browser to watch 

it, if possible. There is approximately 70 minutes of content. If you wish to pause while 

watching it, the ‘Continue’ button will start it again at the same place. You may wish to view 

the artefact multiple times because the interactive forms it takes means that you probably will 

not be able to access all the content in one viewing.  

 

http://www.aliensamongusdogfilm.com/ 

 

              My creative artefact entitled ‘Aliens Among Us: a film about people and their dogs’ 

is an interactive, non-linear documentary, utilising Korsakow software. This project is a 

creative exploration of the relationship between people and their dogs. This approach  

focuses primarily on my relationship with my two dogs; Agnes and Zelda, which can be 

understood  as intimate, complex, fraught and multi-dimensional, rather than sentimental and 

unproblematic. The artefact also includes participatory content by other people  which seeks 

to express an  understanding of their relationship with their dogs, as well. 
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 This exegesis addresses the guiding research question that I asked throughout the 

making of the documentary and throughout all the research and reflection that were 

concomitant to its making: what are the affordances of the personal essay film which 

functions as a participatory, non-linear documentary, utilising mobile phone technology with 

which to film and Korsakow software for authoring?  The exegesis further examines the 

specific relationship between the Korsakow-based non-linear documentary and the essay 

film. (nb: throughout my doctoral research I have consistently understood the meaning of 

“affordance” with direct reference to the Merriam Webster online dictionary description, 

whereby an affordance is defined as “the quality or property of an object that defines its 

possible uses or makes clear how it can or should be used”.1 

  

       As I have worked through the various, interconnected lines of inquiry that have led to the 

answers to my research question, this exegesis has been finally structured into four chapters 

and a conclusion. Those chapters consist of the following:  

 

1.   The Essay Film in Relation to the Korsakow-based film: Thinking with 

Fragments. 

In this chapter, I give an historical overview of some of the ways that the essay film 

has been written about, explore its key affordances, and then link them to the 

affordances of the Korsakow-based film. I shall be using ‘Letter from Siberia’ (Chris 

Marker, 1958) as a key text with which to think about these connections. 

2.   Filming with my Mobile Cameraphone: The Flow of the Everyday 

My artefact has been filmed using a mobile cameraphone. In Chapter Two, I explore 

the affordances of this device as a tool for shooting the footage that I utilise for my 

Korsakow-based film. I will link this analysis back to the history of the essay film and 

its relationship to the Korsakow-based film as described in Chapter One.  

3.   The Korsakow-based Film: Weaving Fragments Together 

In this chapter, I explore the affordances of the Korsakow-based film by analysing 

two Korsakow-based works; ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’ by Matt Soar, and ‘Racing 

Home’ by Philip Hoffman produced from an unfinished film by Marian MacMahon. I 

link my understandings gained from this back to the affordances of the essay film, and 

                                                
1  See https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/affordance, accessed 26-05-2021  
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forward to the knowledge gleaned from the production of my Korsakow-based film, 

‘Aliens Among Us: a film about people and their dogs’. 

4.   Aliens Among Us: The Experience of Making a Korsakow-based Film 

Chapter Four explores the affordances of the Korsakow film, by analysing the 

production of my own film. Investigating the practical production of the film enables 

further exploration into the techniques used in the creative decision-making process.  

Knowledge gained as discussed in previous chapters not only enable the process but 

also allows me to refine the answers to my research questions. 

5.   Conclusion 

The conclusion of my exegesis discusses the return to the interlinked set of questions 

that animated my knowledge quest, and draws together the conclusions that have been 

researched throughout the PhD journey. 

 

In addition to the main inquiry, ‘Aliens Among Us’ invites further provocations about the 

relationship between people and their dogs. I emphasise that the complex human/canine 

relationship is what will concern me, rather than the nature of dogs, themselves. Throughout 

my research I have produced fresh knowledge about this relationship, but I see this as 

ancillary knowledge in relation to the primary question as stated above.  

 To reiterate and re-emphasise, therefore, the main quest of my research has been to 

develop new knowledge about the affordances of the personal essay film which functions as a 

participatory, non-linear documentary, utilising mobile phone technology with which to film 

and Korsakow software for authoring. New knowledge about the relationship between people 

and their dogs is an extra or bonus tranche of research-output. 

 

             I come to this Ph.D. from a long and successful background as a documentary maker 

and film and television producer. I am skilled at raising the necessary finance, deploying 

large scale film crews, and marketing and distributing this work. When I began to think about 

what I would like to achieve in doing a Ph.D. by creative practice-led research, I decided that 

I didn’t want to explore a question, and add formal knowledge pertaining to this area of 

production. Instead, I decided that I wanted to explore issues around documentary that would 

examine the hand-crafted, the small-scale, and the ‘lo-fi’. This route was taken because I 

appreciate the large production scale needed to produce a feature length documentary in the 

style that I would want, so it seemed more reasonable, in the context of a tertiary-education 
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program, to combine my scholarly research with a creative project that could be achieved 

without the need for a large budget and multiple layers of resources. Therefore, I thought 

about what would be the most intellectually and creatively stimulating work with particular 

emphasis on areas of filmmaking that have been under-researched. With my extensive 

experience in the field, it was important to focus on knowledge generated by reflective, 

practice-led research that would markedly contribute to the culture-and-industry of 

contemporary filmmaking.  Seeking out these areas where there is presently a dearth of 

knowledge, I sidestepped the world of the linear documentary, towards innovative work that 

was entangling experimental concepts of the essay film with expanded documentary, and the 

interactive documentary. Thus, I began to understand the cluster of themes and questions that 

would structure my creative practice-led research. 

 

My exegesis will examine four linked clusters of knowledge. They are the following: 

 

1.   The essay film as a form of interactive documentary 
2.   Issues pertaining to the use of the mobile cameraphone as a tool for a shooting a non-

linear essay film  
3.   The non-linear essay film, specifically authored using Korsakow software 
4.   The relationship between people and dogs. This fourth cluster of knowledge is 

threaded throughout the first three clusters above.      
 

These four linked clusters of knowledge are structured through the four chapters of my 

exegesis, as outlined above. The examination of these four clusters of knowledge provides 

structure to my exegesis. The practical knowledge gained through the production of ‘Aliens 

Among Us’ is also woven throughout the exegesis, alongside the new knowledge gained 

about the relationship between people and their dogs.  

 As described above, I became interested in the notion of the transmedia, or non-linear 

documentary as a way that would enable me to think through the affordances of the 

documentary form in a way, both for my own creative practice and also for filmmakers, 

writers, and academics in the field more generally, that would be new and fresh. It is an area 

where there is a great deal of room for the creation of new knowledge. As the taxonomies of 

these forms are quite slippery, and open to change, I began by thinking through meanings in 

relation to the transmedia documentary. By this I mean a documentary that would have 

different iterations of much the same thematic content on different platforms.  

  

Henry Jenkins defines the transmedia film in the following way:  
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A transmedia story unfolds across multiple media platforms with each new text 
making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole. In the ideal form of 
transmedia storytelling, each medium does what it does best—so that a story might be 
introduced in a film, expanded through television, novels, and comics; its world might 
be explored through game play or experienced as an amusement park attraction. 
(Jenkins 2006: 95–96).  

This definition caused me to question whether I wanted to produce a transmedia documentary 

because there is an implication that such a work would be expensive, needing a substantial 

crew and sophisticated equipment, as well as by necessity, having to create multiple 

iterations. It didn’t seem to align with my desire to create and analyse small-scale, intimate 

modes of work, which would offer a fresh research challenge in contrast to my industry 

experience, in working with large scale linear documentaries. I decided, because of this, I 

didn’t want to produce a work which demanded different iterations available on different 

platforms, but instead I wanted to work more deeply with a platform that would support my 

desire to investigate the small-scale, and hand-crafted aspects of contemporary documentary 

filmmaking. It was also important that the topic of the relationship between people and their 

dogs had an intimate yet communal quality to it which suggested I should consider 

interactive and participant aspects to the methodology I was investigating.  Therefore, I began 

exploring the affordances of the interactive non-linear documentary to work out which sort of 

platform would best address the research questions that had begun to guide this investigation. 

These research questions were all centred around how interactive film might function as a 

form of the essay film, and what were the theoretical fields of knowledge that would need to 

be explored to address this research question. As such, it became necessary for me to analyse 

what an ‘interactive, or non-linear documentary’ might be. It’s clear that the designation 

‘interactive documentary’ can have a wide variety of meanings and that the taxonomy is still 

shifting and up for grabs.  

 

       Judith Aston and Sandra Gaudenzi have set up one taxonomy of the interactive 

documentary which I have found valuable. Its usefulness for my research adheres in the fact 

that it helped sharpen and direct my initial broader based questions towards a more refined 

and specific investigation of Korsakow as a suitable software package with which to gain an 

understanding of the interactive film as a form of the essay film. Aston and Gaudenzi identify 

four different modes of interactivity, which they summarise as: 
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 1. Conversational mode (creates a 3D world as if the user was ‘in conversation’ with 
 the computer). 
 2. Hypertext mode (point and click) 
 3. Participative mode. I-docs not as a representation of reality, but a co-creation of 
 reality. User is involved with the production, editing or distribution.  
 4. Experiential mode. The GPS has brought documentary into the physical world. The 
 locative documentary (Aston & Gaudenzi 2012: 3–5). 
 

I examined several different open source software packages which are used for interactive 

documentaries, and decided to work with the Korsakow program. This program was 

attractive because it used open-source software that doesn’t require extensive coding skills to 

use, and after playing with a few Korsakow-based documentaries I became intrigued by its 

open, yet rules-based interface. Other software packages I explored such as Klynt needed at 

least some coding knowledge.  I came to understand  that I wasn’t interested in learning 

programming software language,  whereas Korsakow is more accessible to the user as it 

utilises an easily understandable language of keywords, and hashtags, which I shall describe 

in Chapters Three and Four of this exegesis. 

 The Korsakow-based films that were initially viewed included ‘Sunny, Rainy, 

Foggy’, (2016) by Hannah Brasier, ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’(2010)  by Matt Soar, ‘Racing 

Home’. (2014) by Philip Hoffman based on an unfinished film by Marian McMahon, ‘Love 

Story Project’ (2002 -ongoing) and ‘Planet Galata’ (2010), both by Florian Thalhofer, and 

‘The End: Death in Seven Colours’ (no known date) by David Clark.  

 In Chapters Three and Four, I explore the affordances of the Korsakow film. But as a 

precursor to that, I think it is valuable to briefly mention that what piqued my interest when I 

first viewed these films was the act of clicking on an image and not knowing where that act 

would lead me, as the image is stand-alone and holds no other knowledge for the viewer. I 

became intrigued by the act of clicking on a thumbnail, and further intrigued by the making 

of a film that would be user/viewer-led through the act of clicking on a hypertext link.  

 There is also a strong and supportive community of Korsakow makers in my 

hometown of Melbourne, from whom I could get advice, which I suspected would be 

beneficial (if not essential) to the production. This advice did prove indispensable when I 

began to learn how to use the software to build a film.  

 

          According to Sandra Gaudenzi, Korsakow-based work fits into the ‘hypertext mode’ of 

interactive documentaries. By this she means: 
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in the hypertext mode the interactive relation between the user and the documentary is 
based on the exploration of a finite database of audiovisual content. The components 
of the hypertext interactive documentary are divided in video segments which have 
been pre-determined by the author and stored on digital media. The user can explore 
those segments following a logic of hitchhiking (jumping from one segment to the 
other) that can have levels of pre-determination (the linking mechanism can be strictly 
authored or just rule based) (Gaudenzi 2013: 93). 

  

Guided by my research imperative to make a small, hand-crafted artefact, I became interested 

in shooting the documentary on a mobile cameraphone, instead of a conventional industry 

standard camera. I was aware of how mobile cameraphones are being used to create a wide 

variety of audio-visual content, such as the narrative feature film ‘Tangerine’ (Baker: 2015). 

Therefore, I became deeply intrigued with how they could be used to shoot a Korsakow-

based film. 

 It seemed to me that shooting my documentary on a cameraphone was an interesting 

strategy for the creation of a small scale, hand-crafted artefact. One of the key concepts 

relevant to this investigation is by Dean Keep. He writes that mobile cameraphones are 

“much more than communication tools, they are also sophisticated portable media devices 

that present opportunities to capture, share and edit the mediated traces of everyday life” 

(Keep 2015). 

Furthermore, he states: 

Making digital media with smartphones may be understood as a spontaneous process, 

whereby individuals are engaged in the act of capturing fragments of lived 

experiences. With this in mind I embrace the term ‘evocative-documentary’ as a way 

of describing non-fiction narratives that do not easily fit within the parameters of the 

documentary genre but involve aspects of auto-ethnographic practices. For me, the 

term ‘evocative-documentary’ invites a poetic turn, whereby I find myself asking, not 

what a documentary is, but rather what a documentary might be in an age of the 

smartphone (Keep 2015). 

This formulation appealed to me greatly, because it caused me to ask the question; what 

might an interactive documentary shot on a smartphone be? It is also an appropriate method 

towards activating the participatory section to the documentary, because I could easily ask 

people to supply content using their smartphones. In fact, as I continued my research I came 

to understand a participative element lends itself well to the Korsakow-based film because 
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the fragmented nature of interactive films meant that other people’s stories could be 

productively woven throughout the film, and it became interesting to think through what new 

knowledge might be produced as an outcome. 

 I then became interested in how the interactive documentary might function as a form 

of essay film. I have investigated the essay film for many years through my professional 

practice. My short film ‘The Needy and the Greedy’ (1995) could be considered an essay 

film about horse-racing. The essay film’s value as a component of my research resides in the 

way it seems to be a liminal category of film. By this I mean, it sits outside of any easily 

defined cinematic categories. This is not to imply that the only value the essay film has is as 

an object of research, but to point out that the essay film became valuable to me in this 

specific context. Instead, I came to understand that the essay film has a slipperiness that is 

difficult to pin down, and that causes questions to be asked and experiments to be enacted by 

the maker. In this vein, Elizabeth Papazian and Caroline Eades note and advocate for “...the 

essay form’s dialogic, fluid nature – that is, its ability to mediate or communicate among 

different domains in an open-ended critical engagement” (Papazian & Eades 2016: 2).   

 

They go on to describe how; 

 

communications among and across distinct genres of filmmaking, between fiction and 
non-fiction, between cinema and other media (such as literature, painting, the 
internet), between the ostensible enunciating subject of the film and the world, or 
among conventional rhetorical modes of address – to name just a few possible 
intersections – lies at the root of the particular dynamism of the essay form (Papazian 
& Eades 2016: 2). 

 

This “fluid nature” and “open-ended critical engagement”, suggested to me the same fluidity, 

granularity, and lack of coherence that may characterise the Korsakow documentary, as 

argued by Adrian Miles (Miles 2014: 69). Therefore, thinking of the Korsakow documentary 

as a form of essay film has offered a rich vein of knowledge to mine.  

 Leo Berkeley makes the direct connection between films shot on mobile 

cameraphones and the essay film. He further opens up the question of what an ‘evocative 

documentary’ might be by examining documentaries shot on a mobile cameraphone as a form 

of the essay film and linking it to Alexandre Astruc’s idea of the ‘camera-stylo’.  It can be 

argued, says Berkeley:  
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that the evolution of the smartphone into a device that incorporates a high-grade video 

camera can both be located within a long history of increasingly portable and 

accessible motion picture technology, as well as offering specific practical and 

aesthetic features that make it suitable for a personal, reflective style of documentary 

filmmaking such as that modelled by the essay film (Berkeley 2014: 27). 

 

Therefore, filming with a mobile cameraphone can be seen as a technological extension of 

Astruc’s desire for the following to occur:  

 

the cinema will gradually break free from the tyranny of what is visual, from the 

image for its own sake, from the immediate and concrete demands of the narrative, to 

become a means of writing as flexible and subtle as written language (Astruc 1948).   

    

Having developed a set of clear rationales for conducting practice-led research via a 

Korsakow-based, mobile cameraphone-recorded process generally, I can now briefly 

examine the specific structure of my Korsakow-based documentary, ‘Aliens Among Us’, and 

how it will produce knowledge in relation not only to the affordances of mobile 

cameraphone-produced interactive documentary but also to the human/canine bond. 

 In 2015, 38% of Australian households lived with a canine companion, whereas only 

35% of households included a child under the age of fifteen years (Morgan 2015). This 

indicates the importance of dogs to a significant minority of Australians and opens up 

questions about what people expect and desire, as well as what they receive, from the 

human/canine relationship  

A foundational quote for me, in relation to my research is this from Alice A. Kuzniar: 

 

I have spent hours trying to penetrate the minds of my whippets and despair of ever 
understanding them fully. Because they are such dear companions, not knowing what 
they think creates an ache, a yearning that is at times a daily affliction. My fascination 
and attraction are amplified by their silence, untranslatability and detachment. The 
intimacy between us is even enhanced by their silence, for with the failure of words, I 
encounter instead the loveliness of their bodies and mien, the thereness of their secret 
being. My dogs are thus both intimate and distant, and, because I want to be closer to 
them, I fall prey to a sweet melancholy (Kuzniar 2006: 28). 
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This quote with its emphasis on the complexity, the unknowability, and the intimacy of the 

human/canine bond resonates strongly with my own experience, and I think with the 

experience of many other dog owners. One of the most seminal thinkers examining the 

human/canine relationship, Donna Haraway, describes these relationships as complex:  

  

They are dogs; i.e., a species in obligatory, historical, protean relationship with human 
beings. The relationship is not especially nice; it is full of waste, cruelty, indifference, 
ignorance, and loss, as well as of joy, invention, labor, intelligence, and play. I want 
to learn how to narrate this co-history and how to inherit the consequences of co-
evolution in natureculture (Haraway 2003: 11–12). 

  

I use the above quote in my artefact because it reveals and engages with the complexity of the 

bond between two species. Therefore, it becomes a key quote to prompt the user/viewer to 

think about what this relationship might mean. 

 Nature/Culture is an important concept for me to work with when constructing my 

artefact. Dogs and humans have co-evolved in ways that mean the two species live together 

in complex intimacy, and change each other. Haraway furthermore describes this relationship 

as one of ‘inter-subjectivity’, which is not a relationship of ‘equality’, but of one that means 

“paying attention to the conjoined dance of face-to-face significant otherness” (Haraway 

2003: 41).  

 Another useful concept for me is that of Haraway’s “becoming worldly with”  which 

“... requires us to think beyond our immediate human concerns and to engage with the 

challenge of learning how to live well together, with all the human and non-human others 

that make up the world” (Taylor et al. 2003: 56). My artefact takes up that challenge by 

grappling with the issues of how we live with well with dogs, and the complications that 

ensue from the attempt to live up to that challenge. I came to understand the complexity of 

that challenge through lived experience as I undertook my research. It strongly informs my 

artefact in ways that should become clear when it is viewed.   

 Haraway is a key theorist and provides a way into understanding the human/canine 

bond. The complexity contained in these statements cuts through the sentimentality, and 

simplicity which posits the dog as a mere ‘fur baby’, or as our relationship being one simply 

of unconditional love, from the dog. However, it’s important to note here that I will not be 

engaging with Haraway’s vast oeuvre, but rather my engagement will be limited, and  I will 

be focussing  mainly on her writings about the complexity of interspecies subjectivity via 

people and their dogs.  
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                 My creative artefact has been underpinned by the above issues, although this may 

not appear to be explicit within the creative artefact. The film has paid close attention to the 

“conjoined dance” that Haraway describes above, and I contend that it has added to the 

knowledge of how that dance can be performed. I want to see how various pet dogs are doing 

in their “demanding job” (Haraway 2003: 38). However, I will not be attempting any 

definitive answers to these questions, but rather I will be shining a light, and adding fresh 

understanding about the complexity of this relationship, which is central to the lives of so 

many people. 

 In my artefact, ‘Aliens Among Us” I have organised the content into five different 

threads. These threads may not be obvious, or noticeable to the viewer, and some of the 

content in my artefact crosses over between these different threads, and belong in more than 

one of them. These threads are: 

 

1.   My dogs and me. 

These are diary based fragments which recorded my dogs Agnes and Zelda, and our 

quotidian lives together. 

2.   Other peoples’ dogs. 

This will be the participative element of the documentary, in which I invited other dog 

owners to film their lives with their dogs and give me access to that footage. I asked a variety 

of friends to film their dogs in whatever way they felt represented their relationship. Friends 

generously sent me footage in a variety of forms and styles. Sometimes they used a diary 

based form of shooting. But, this footage also includes a complete short film, and a TikTok.  

3.   The Expert. 

This is an interview with veterinary surgeon Dr. Jana Colichis, who talks about her work and 

her professional observations about the human/canine bond. When I first started researching 

this subject, I assumed that I would interview a wide variety of canine experts. However, I 

found that these interviews didn’t work as part of my artefact. I think this is because it has 

become a deeply intimate, and personal work. The objective views of experts didn’t mesh 

with its tone, except for Dr. Colichis. This is because she is the veterinary surgeon for my 

dogs, and in that capacity, I have come to know her well, and in return she has come to know 
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my dogs well, so her interview is further augmented by related lived experience with this 

researcher.  

4.   Dogs and Art 

As I researched the artefact my investigation led me to think about the ways we choose to 

represent dogs. I therefore interviewed an artist, Andrew Foster, who specialises in dog 

portraiture, and another artist, Ros Winkler, about the way in which she chose to film her 

dog. I took painting lessons in order to paint one of my dogs, and used archival footage and 

paintings to think, and talk about how dogs are interpellated into our culture in different ways 

and how I can a narrate my personal story of nature/culture. By this I mean, how I have 

chosen to enter the dance that makes up the interspecies relationship between my dogs and 

me. The nature of this representation is threaded throughout the artefact, without attempting 

to make any totalising statements in relation to the vast history of how and why dogs are 

represented within art.   

 

5.   Grief and Illness. 

One of the most fraught and complex factors of the human/canine relationship is that dogs 

have such comparatively short lives. My dog Agnes died while I was doing this research, and 

my new dog Zelda became extremely ill, and almost died. These events become a key strand 

within the artefact. These issues are also represented in other forms within the artefact. This 

includes audio bytes of a friend talking about the death of his dog, and the use of a childhood 

snapshot which I use to talk about the death of my first dog. 

            To round off this Preface’s overview of my doctoral project, however, I emphasise 

that my research focusses mainly on my guiding question: what are the affordances of the 

personal essay film which functions as a participatory, non-linear documentary, utilising 

mobile cameraphone technology with which to film and Korsakow software for authoring? 

This questioning occurs in tandem with examining the relationship between the Korsakow-

based non-linear documentary and the essay film. The knowledge gained about the 

human/canine bond is ancillary to the main knowledge quest of my research.  

 Contemplating the foregoing contextualization described above, this is an opportune 

juncture for you, the reader, to set the exegesis down and spend some time interacting with 

and experiencing ‘Aliens Among Us’, the artefact through which I have pursued the answers 
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to my research questions. After you have delved into the creative artefact, you will be well 

placed to pick up the exegesis again, to discern the several avenues of inquiry that I have 

pursued as I have generated the new knowledge that is required within the rigors of the 

doctoral program.     
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CHAPTER ONE  

THE ESSAY FILM IN RELATION TO THE KORSAKOW-BASED FILM: 

THINKING WITH FRAGMENTS.   

 

As stated in the Preface, my research investigates the shared affordances of the essay film, 

films made using mobile cameraphones, and the non-linear documentary. I ask what 

distinctive semantic and aesthetic opportunities and challenges come into play when we 

combine these three modes of production? Therefore, in this chapter I will be exploring the 

affordances of the essay film to enable me to make those links. The links will be further 

developed in Chapter Two which is concerned with films shot using mobile cameraphones,  

and in Chapters Three and Four which are concerned with the affordances of the Korsakow-

based film. This chapter will also include an historical overview of how the essay film has 

been written about over the years. 

 My goal in exploring the history of the essay film is to examine the precise cultural 

and technological history from which it emerged, and then to understand how the essay film 

continues to evolve while new cultural and technological imperatives emerge, right up to the 

present moment. A guiding statement for me, as I work to understand the qualities of the new 

type of filmmaking that I am investigating in my doctorate, is this summation by Nora M. 

Alter, in which she extrapolates from the writings of Hans Richter: 

   

Unlike the documentary film, which presents facts and information, the essay film 
produces complex thought that at times is not grounded in reality but can be 
contradictory, irrational, and fantastic. This new type of film, according to Richter, 
no longer binds the filmmaker to the rules and parameters of the traditional 
documentary practice, such as chronological sequencing or the depiction of external 
phenomena. Rather, it gives free reign to the imagination, with all its artistic 
potentiality. The term essay is used because it signifies a composition that is in 
between categories and as such is transgressive, digressive, playful, contradictory, 
and political (Alter 2002: 7–8). 

  

Alter’s summation resonates well with Laura Rascaroli’s historical account of the essayistic 

form. Rascaroli writes that the first article comparing a film to a written essay was published 

in Cahiers du Cinema in 1955. This was ‘Lettre sur Rossellini’ by Jacques Rivette. In this 

article, she argues: “The importance of this novelty [the essay film] for cinema is highlighted 

by Rivette's assertion that, because of its freedom, inquisitiveness, and spontaneity, the essay 

is the true language of modern art” (Rascaroli 2017: 2). Both Alter and Rascaroli write about 

the essay film as a site of openness and play, highlighting its ability to accommodate the 
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transgressive and the contradictory. They argue that this is in contrast to how the 

documentary works, which is a concept I will be unpacking further in this chapter. 

 These three qualities, “freedom, inquisitiveness and spontaneity”, point to some of the 

affordances of the essay film which I will unwrap, amongst others, such as the embodied 

‘you’ and ‘I’, the role of ‘voice’ and thinking with images, later in this chapter, all of which I 

will link to the Korsakow-based film. I shall also be looking specifically at Chris Marker’s 

‘Letter from Siberia’ as a key text in this analysis, using this landmark film to extrapolate 

some essayistic tendencies so that I can write about them in relationship to the affordances of 

the Korsakow-based film.   

 In an earlier essay, Rascaroli traces the history of the essay film back to the “very 

origins of film”, examining several important articles including Sergei Eisenstein’s 1927 

notes in relation to his own film “October”, and Hans Richter’s 1940 essay, ‘A New Type of 

Documentary Film’, which was “explicitly devoted to the essay film” (2008: 27). She further 

links the development of the essay film back to a series of cultural developments in post - 

World War II France, including the development of the Nouvelle Vague and the politique des 

auteurs. As she writes:  

 

... most contributions on the cinematic essay rightly include among the early examples 
films by French directors Chris Marker, Alain Resnais and Agnes Varda (the Rive 
Gauche auteurs), and by one of the leading figures of the Nouvelle Vague’s other 
‘rive’ Jean-Luc Godard (Rascaroli 2008: 30).  
 

In the same article, Rascaroli notes that a government film funding system initiated in 1955 

caused a major increase to short film production (2008: 30). Most of these early essay films 

were, indeed, shorts.  

 A compelling value of the essay film lies in the idea that it works in contested 

territory; sitting in between the categories of the documentary, the visual arts, and hybrid 

fiction/non-fiction works.  Paul Arthur writes that: “... one way to think about the essay film 

is as a meeting ground for documentary, avant-garde and art film impulses” (Arthur 2003: 

169). 

 Therefore, the essay film can’t be defined easily.  Rascaroli states that it offers a 

“precious margin of resistance to closed definitions” (Rascaroli 2017: 1). This resistance 

makes it compelling both to write about and to work within. However, for all its variability, 

the essay film has consistent qualities which theorists have described over the years.  
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 Hans Richter illustrates this point. In his1940 article, he writes about the essay in 

contrast to the documentary film which tends to concentrate not on concepts or abstractions 

but on tangible, concrete details.  He describes documentaries as:   

 

Films about landscapes and national customs, winter sports, and summer hikes; how a 
cogwheel is made; how paint is extracted from tar; or even how an embryo grows [; 
films that] can be portrayed convincingly by accurate reproduction or showing 
chronologically all visible stages of development; they even require accurate 
reproduction in simple chronological order in order to be comprehensible (Richter 
1940: 90). 

 

Richter then develops his insight by identifying the problem, namely that the documentary 

film (which in this context, I define using Grierson’s famous maxim as being the “creative 

treatment of actuality”),2 could not represent intangible concepts and thoughts. His example 

is that of making a documentary about the stock market. To make this institution 

understandable the filmmaker would have to represent intangible concepts such as the 

‘economy’. Richter concluded that the documentary form was ill equipped to do this, because 

the economy is not a tangible object that can be photographed. Thus, he espoused the need 

for a new form, namely the essay film, which would be able to better examine concepts 

because of its ability to “visualize thoughts on screen” (Richter 1940: 91).  

 As with other theorists, rather than prescribing a strict definition of what an essay film 

might be, Richter listed its possible characteristics:  

 

Since in the essay film the filmmaker is not bound by the depiction of external 
phenomena and the constraints of chronological sequences, but on the contrary, has to 
enlist material from everywhere, the filmmaker can bounce around freely in space and 
time. For example, he can switch from objective representation to fantastic allegory 
and from there to a staged scene; the filmmaker can portray dead as well as living 
things, and artificial as well as natural objects – the filmmaker can use everything that 
exists and what can be invented — as long as they serve the purpose of making 
visible the fundamental idea  (Richter 1940: 91–92).  
 

It is revealing now to look at how a key essay film relates to the above quote. In 1958, Andre 

Bazin wrote an article about Chris Marker’s 1958 film ‘Letter from Siberia’, noting that 

Marker’s film is nothing like any documentary they’d seen before. Bazin describes the film 

thus:  

 

                                                
2 John Grierson (26 April 1898 – 19 February 1972) is known commonly as the father of the documentary.  
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Letter from Siberia is an essay on the reality of Siberia past and present in the form of 
a filmed report. Or, perhaps, to borrow Jean Vigo’s formulation of A propos de Nice 
(‘a documentary point of view’), I would say, as documented by film. The important 
word is ‘essay’, understood in the same sense that it has in literature — an essay once 
historical and political, written by a poet as well (Bazin 1958: 103). 

 

‘Letter from Siberia’ opens with a voiceover that states; “I am writing you this letter from the 

edge of the world” (1958: 01:47) . What is of note in this opening quote, in relation to the 

Korsakow-based film, is the invocation of an embodied ‘you’ who the film is being directed 

outwards toward; the person who will be viewing the film. The genre of the interactive film, 

of which the Korsakow-based film are a part, is also designed so that the user/viewer, the 

embodied ‘you’ is an integral part of the film. In this sense, the film is in some ways created 

by the decisions that the user/viewer makes when interpreting and responding to the 

propositions offered by the filmmaker. When the user/viewer interacts with a Korsakow film, 

there is a three-way tension between the maker, the viewer/user, and the computer algorithm, 

which can result in surprise and delight, as the viewer clicks on a thumbnail without knowing 

exactly what they will be viewing next. This tension, which is a key affordance of the 

Korsakow-based film, will be explored below. 

 However, for now as a starting-point, I aim to establish that this ‘tension’ is 

fundamentally ‘essayistic’.  Effectively, Rascaroli supports this contention when she argues 

that a crucial idea in the essay film is this interaction between the ‘I’ and the ‘you’:   

 “The “I” of the essay film always clearly and strongly implicates a “you”— and this 
 is a key aspect of the deep structures of the form. “You” is called upon to participate 
 and share the enunciator’s reflections. It is important to understand that this “you” is 
 not a generic audience, but an embodied spectator”. (Rasacaroli 2008: 35) 
 
Therefore, the embodied ‘you’ invoked by Rascaroli is created by the essay film’s structure, 

style, and mode of address, which are concerned with opening up questions for the spectator, 

rather than delivering a closed argument. This creates a rhetorical openness; a conversation 

between filmmaker, and audience that doesn’t presuppose that the filmmaker can supply all 

the answers in this two-way exchange.  

 Similarly, the Korsakow-based film is an open form that encourages individual 

engagement with its various texts and modes of address. Korsakow software operates by 

breaking down all of its content, which may include both moving and still images, as well as 

audio, into what are called small narrative units (SNU). These SNUs are then tagged with 

keywords, in the same way we hashtag content on social media such as Facebook, and 
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Instagram. These keywords describe the potential entry and exit points for each of the SNUs. 

The maker of a Korsakow-based film uses these keywords to construct the multiple narratives 

which constitute their film. Each SNU can have as many keywords serving as entry and exit 

points as the filmmaker chooses to give them, thus complicating and multiplying the potential 

narratives. In this way, the narrative becomes a lateral weaving of narrative fragments, which 

constitutes the narrative whole. Below is one iteration of the list of keywords, and how often 

they appear as ‘in’ and ‘out’ points, for the research artefact ‘Aliens Among Us’. 

 

 
Figure 1.1: Korsakow browser showing keywords 

 

A Korsakow-based film can never hope to answer all questions raised in its fragmented 

narrative, because it’s unlikely that the user/viewer will actually experience every SNU as 

they work their way through the text, and because they will be seeing it in a randomized and 

non-continuous way. The user/viewer jumps from SNU to SNU without knowing what will 

be viewed next. This convention of ‘hitchhiking’, contrasts with the type of interactive film 

often known as a ‘choose your own adventure’ film, in which the user/viewer is given an 

identifiable database from which to knowingly choose. One of the key skills needed to create 

this type of interactive film, is how to keyword each SNU, so that even though the narrative 

is fragmented and discontinuous, the user/viewer will still experience some form of 

coherence in their experience of the narrative. In Chapter Four, I shall be unpacking how 

• • Ai I Keywords 

~ Keywords 

1 2 ashes ◄ 
2 12 beach ◄ 
2 4 death ◄ 
0 1 end ◄ 
4 8 indoors ◄ 
3 10 jackson ◄ 
1 1 letter ◄ 
1 0 light ◄ 
2 4 stella ◄ 
0 3 sterling ◄ 
2 5 stirling ◄ 
4 1 vintage ◄ 
5 5 zelda ◄ 
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these skills were developed, and then applied to the production of ‘Aliens Among Us’. Matt 

Soar, one of the creators of Korsakow, states: “The viewer will quite possibly see some new 

SNUs with each viewing of the film, and miss others they had previously encountered. If the 

keywording has been done thoughtfully and skillfully the film will in any case be coherent.” 

(Soar 2014: 163).  

 However, I question exactly how coherent that user experience will be, because one 

of the most compelling and challenging features of working with Korsakow is developing a 

balance between coherency and fragmentation. The solution to this balance varies from film 

to film, and filmmaker to filmmaker, and depends on the value given to the concept of ‘story’ 

or ‘narrative’ as opposed to ‘list’ or ‘database’. This was a key issue towards the 

development of my Korsakow film, and one that I will examine closely in Chapters Three 

and Four. 

        The Korsakow-based film user/viewer is given a set of thumbnails laid out on a desktop 

or laptop, with no further information about what will occur when they make a choice. Below 

is one iteration of the desktop in ‘Aliens Among Us’.  

 

 

Figure 1.2: Design of Korsakow desktop; ‘Aliens Among Us: a film about people and their dogs’ 
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In this configuration, there is one SNU playing, while another three are waiting to be chosen 

from. These thumbnails represent fragments of stories, which weave together to create a 

discontinuous whole, and everyone who engages with this story will have a different 

viewing/using experience from any other person. In this case, the opening SNU has been 

keyworded with only one word as its exit point; ‘racing’. This means that only SNUs that 

have been keyworded with ‘racing’ as their entry point will appear on the desktop as 

thumbnails.     

 This experience of weaving together fragments is also typical of the essay film. 

‘Letter from Siberia’ (1958) is notable for its agile, playful digressions; as in Richter’s words, 

it “can bounce around freely in space and time” (1940: 91). Although it’s set solely in 

Siberia, it moves rapidly from showing us mammoths, to the Trans-Siberian railway, to the 

construction of powerplants. The film freely uses different registers and styles to engage the 

viewer. For example, at one point the film interrupts itself by what seems to be an 

advertisement about reindeers.  All this is done with great curiosity, humour and a highly 

specific point of view.  

         ‘Letter from Siberia’ reaches its apogee in terms of digression and playfulness in the 

famous scene that is played three times over with three different voiceovers. The three 

voiceovers are used to represent Russia as the ‘workers’ paradise’, Russia as ‘hell on earth’, 

and finally a more moderate ‘objective’ representation. Marker then tells us in voiceover;  

 

 but objectivity isn’t the answer either. It may not distort Siberian realities, but it does 
 isolate them long enough to be appraised, and consequently distorts them all the 
 same... What you need might be an imaginary newsreel shot all over Siberia... And 
 the commentary would be made up of those Siberian expressions that are already 
 pictures in themselves (Marker 1958: 27:40).  
 

We then see this ‘imaginary newsreel’, which consists of gorgeous monochrome images of 

Siberia in the snow. The digressive, fragmentary nature of ‘Letter from Siberia’, concurs with 

Theodor Adorno’s description of the essay: “It thinks in fragments just as reality is 

fragmented and gains its unity only by moving through the fissures, rather than by smoothing 

them over”  (Adorno cited in Rascaroli 2017: 12). Thinking in fragments and working 

through the fissures is also key to the way Korsakow-based films work, something that will 

be explored in more depth in Chapter Three. Andre Bazin also writes about the fragmentary 

nature of ‘Letter from Siberia’ in his 1958 essay  
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Chris Marker brings to his films an absolutely new notion of montage that I will call 
‘horizontal’, as opposed to traditional montage that plays with the sense of duration 
through the relationship of shot to shot. Here, a given image doesn’t refer to the one 
that preceded it or the one that will follow, but rather refers laterally, in some way, to 
what is said (Bazin 1958: 103). 

 

Thinking about montage as a spatial or ‘horizontal’ structure, rather than as a linear structure 

speaks to me about the possibility of ‘Korsakowian montage’; how each sequence is 

potentially joined to the next, and how as a maker of this artefact, I plot my way through the 

various combinations as I make, or build, my film. By necessity, I’m thinking about how the 

user/viewer will also be negotiating their way through the various fragments that make up the 

film, and how they will conceptually weave together the information as they click from SNU 

to SNU.  

 In an interview, Alexander Kluge, often described as an essay film maker, refers to 

the way in which he thinks montage functions:  

 

In film, a good montage would mean that two pictures which have nothing to do with 
each other have a gap between them, a contrast, even a contradiction. And there, 
between the two pictures, there’s an epiphany, an invisible picture (Kluge cited in  
Thomas 2017).  

 

 Marker plays with this notion of a ‘gap’ or a ‘contrast’ between two images by resisting the 

desire to take the viewer through a smooth journey from one subject to another to build a 

cogent argument, as one might do in a documentary. Instead, he jolts by cutting together 

different contrasting stories, in different styles and registers. At one point in the film he 

introduces us to a river which the voiceover describes as a ‘cradle of monsters’, then the 

image tilts down to reveal a monster worshipped by the local animist religion. Here, the 

montage doesn’t work in a linear fashion to introduce the next idea, but instead works 

laterally to suddenly introduce a different subject matter.  

 I think this image of the ‘gap’ which Kluge uses, calls to mind an image of a 

viewer/user hovering over a Korsakow-based film wondering which thumbnail to click next, 

and thus creating the lateral montage in league with the filmmaker, and the computer’s 

algorithm.  

 ‘Letter from Siberia’ uses voiceover to guide the viewer through the film, as well as 

to surprise, delight, and amuse us. Phillip Lopate, an important theorist of the essay film, 

writes that the use of voiceover is necessary to the essay film and is the main structuring 

trope. He insists that the essay film must be framed by an overarching voiceover which 
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constitutes the argumentative thread that runs through it. Furthermore, he defines five 

characteristics of the essay film. They are that; “an essay-film must have words, in the form 

of a text either spoken, subtitled, or intertitled”, that “The text must represent a single voice. 

It may be either that of the director or screenwriter, or if collaborative, then stitched together 

in such a way to sound like a single perspective”, “The text must represent an attempt to 

work out some reasoned line of discourse on a problem”, “The text must impart more than 

information; it must have a strong, personal point of view”, and “Finally, the text's language 

must be as eloquent, well written, and interesting as possible” (Lopate 1992: 113). 

 Lopate quite properly positions Marker as a key film essayist; in fact, he argues that 

Marker is one of the few filmmakers that can be described as an essay filmmaker. He points 

out that one of “Marker's key approaches as a film-essayist … is to meditate on the 

soundtrack, after the fact, on the footage he has shot” (Lopate 1992: 115). 

 We can see how Marker’s voiceover leads us through ‘Letter to Siberia’. However, 

although I contend that the Korsakow-based film functions as a form of the essay film, while 

making ‘Aliens Among Us’, I’ve discovered that voiceover, by necessity, needs to function 

in a different way than it does in the essay film. This is because the essay film, though a 

fragmented form, is still linear. In making my film, I’m weaving together inter-related 

fragments, with the knowledge the user/viewer will be viewing them in an order I can’t 

control, and that they probably won’t be viewing every fragment. I’m using voiceover to help 

weave together some form of coherence, to help the user/viewer as they negotiate their way 

through the film.  

 For example, I use voiceover in the SNU which was chosen to always begin the film 

with. Over that footage there is a brief voiceover that sets the film up in terms of subject 

matter, and viewer expectation. This desire to ‘set the film up’ may be a habit of mine left 

over from producing linear documentaries, but it’s still my creative desire to give the 

user/viewer some useful ‘handholds’ that they can use to create meaning as they interact 

with, and negotiate their way through these fragments.  

 The obvious problem with how to deploy voiceover is the fact that the user/viewer 

won’t hear every piece of voiceover. Therefore, I need to construct a series of voiceovers that 

complement each other in terms of creating meaning, without repeating the same 

information. I also need to think about the ‘gaps’ created by voiceover that won’t be heard by 

the user/viewer. How will different user/viewers engage with the various voiceover-led 

fragments, when they won’t necessarily hear all the voiceover?  
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 Lopate insists that the text, whether it be written or spoken should “represent a single 

voice”. (1992: 112). However, I’m more interested in investigating how to work with 

contesting, multiple voices. These voices include my own, other dog owners who speak in the 

participative fragments, and the words of various writers, whose subject matter is the 

human/canine bond, spoken by an actor.  

 My Korsakow-based film is informed by my intellectual and aesthetic sense, as well 

as my passion for the subject of the relationship between people and their dogs. Lopate 

argues that an essay film must “sound like a single perspective” (1992: 112). However, I 

think the Korsakow-based form lends itself to multiple perspectives, thus extending the 

essayistic possibilities of audio-visual composition. In fact, it would run counter to the form 

for a Korsakow film to offer only one perspective. My film is in fragments. If there is one 

animating intellectual line running through it, then the user/viewer may have difficulty 

grasping this line because of the fragmented narrative, although I think that it’s also entirely 

possible that the user/viewer may do so. My work as the filmmaker is to use this affordance 

as a strength, and play with the form to discover the different ways I can tell multiple stories, 

and to extend the conventions that have ‘settled around’ essay filmmaking during the past 

seven decades or so.  

 Lopate asks a related and fascinating question; “What is thinking? What is 

rationality? Is it possible to think exclusively in visual terms, or exclusively in language, 

without images?” (1992: 132). In this quote, Lopate privileges the singular written and 

spoken text in a rigid, reductionist way.  Referring back to ‘Letter from Siberia’, it’s clear 

that Marker’s use of voiceover is very important in helping to create meaning. But, I think 

that Lopate misunderstands how it’s possible to think through images. Hannah Brasier argues 

that; “What essay films do is express the process of thinking through the materiality of film, 

using sound, images, and edits, to allow the viewer to think with the essayist as they think 

through their images”  (2018a: 20). Using Brasier’s formulation, my artefact is an attempt to 

think through the materiality of my images, to create a compelling, and complex Korsakow-

based film. 

 

        Therefore, it’s intriguing to consider what ‘thinking’ through this materiality means 

when creating a Korsakow-based work. Paul Arthur’s writing is useful as a way of thinking 

about this as he argues contrarily to Lopate:  

 The conjunction of language and image, fundamental to film grammar, is a key 
 ingredient of the essay film. In some sense all great essays are about complex 
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 relationships between words and pictures, the mechanisms by which speech can 
 annotate, undermine, or otherwise change the significance of what we see – and vice 
 versa (Arthur 2003: 165). 
 

When I apply this thinking to my practice when I am making my Korsakow-based film, I 

notice how I use the moving images, and the gaps between these images to decide what the 

voiceover should represent. Images also ‘think’ in the way they contest and jostle with each 

other to create meaning and in the way that their meaning is often opaque and open to 

multiple interpretations. As filmmaker, when I am viewing footage either made by myself, or 

one of the participants in the film, there is intense focus on the meaning of the images, for 

myself, and for the user/viewer, as well as how the meaning of those images will change 

when they’re ‘SNUified’, and need to be read as part of a larger, lateral montage. When 

thinking about how to use voiceover, it’s in terms of what information needs be added, or 

clarified, and how the voiceover will function in order to do that. Time is also spent thinking 

about what images suit being left in a more open, unresolved way, and how this ambiguity 

enables the images to tell their own story.  

 Timothy Corrigan’s critical writing is pertinent to this process. Writing about Bazin’s 

review of Marker’s ‘Letter to Siberia’, Corrigan places the film in an historical context.  After 

noting that the essay film emerges “from the literary and photographic heritage that preceded 

it and the post-war culture in which it developed” (Corrigan 2011b: 197), Corrigan reminds 

us that there is “a specifically cinematic history that precedes it, embedded in the evolution of 

the documentary and avant-garde cinemas during the first half of the twentieth century” 

(2011b: 197). The essay film emerges from social and institutional change, in other words, 

not from a vacuum. 

 These changes include technological change. Cameras have become smaller and 

cheaper over time. 16mm film cameras (which were essential to the development of the essay 

film), changed to small video cameras, and then to cameraphones; the latter which is utilised 

in this film project. In ‘Aliens Among Us’, I have footage filmed with an early model Nokia 

phone from 2007, an iPhone 7+, and an iPhone Xs Max. There is a significant increase in 

clarity of image as I upgraded from phone to phone. I have also filmed since November 2016 

with the Filmic Pro app, which gives me some control over focus, aperture, and brightness. I 

shall be unpacking my practical work with the mobile cameraphone further in Chapter Two. 

 

          More accessible technological development also means that I have computing power 

on my laptop to build a Korsakow-based documentary, without even needing to know how to 
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code. When I watch a key essay film, such as Agnes Varda’s ‘The Gleaners and I’, I’m 

reminded that this film has been enabled by small, easy to use video cameras, and that if 

sophisticated mobile phone cameras had existed when it was made, perhaps Varda would 

have taken advantage of this technology. 

 

            Corrigan notes that: “The films of Agnès Varda provide an almost unique map of the 

historical movement of the essay film from its association with French cinema of the 1950s 

through its continued growth and expansion into the digital present” (Corrigan 2011a: 71). As 

Varda’s work has been so central to the development of the essay film, it’s instructive to 

think about the reason she chose to use the small, flexible video camera.  

 

Corrigan writes: 

 

‘The Gleaners and I’ is a series of sketches, a collage of short films constructed, first, 
as a meditation on gleaning... Topics such as ‘The Origins of Gleaners’ and ‘Gleaners 
Today’ guide the course of the film as it wanders the fields and cities of France and its 
histories and moves according to the seemingly haphazard and associative ways of 
many essays, between specific experiences and general observations, between 
similarities and dramatic differences: about the politics of waste and hunger in 
regulating the modern gleaners, about urban gleaners and supermarket garbage, about 
the gleaning of art objects and the art of gleaning (Corrigan 2011a: 70–71). 

 

Utilising the richness of this description allows thinking about the way the mobile phone is 

used as a tool for ‘gleaning’ images out of the everyday as I move through the world with my 

dogs, a process which will be further discussed in Chapter Two. However, I found Corrigan’s 

description of how Varda works useful while developing the early, overall comprehension of 

how my film could be designed. My Korsakow film is similarly “a collage of short films”, 

which in the case of the Korsakow-based film are referred to as SNUs. What I chose to film 

felt arbitrary at times. I would see a potential image of the everyday, of dogs walking, 

playing, hanging out at various locations and somehow it would resonate with me. It was 

only while reviewing these images that I could ascertain how they might be used in the 

artefact, to weave together what might seem haphazard, and thus build a fragmented narrative 

with works through association, into a whole filmic experience. This working process will be 

further unpacked in Chapter Four of this exegesis. 

 This also effects the economics of the filmmaking practice used to create my artefact. 

One of the constraints I’ve placed on myself is that I would spend very little money in the 
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making of my film. My hardware needs are simply the mobile phone and laptop, and an 

external microphone for recording voiceover. My software needs are the Filmic Pro app for 

components of the filming practice, iMovie for linear editing, and Korsakow. These are all 

tools that can be purchased within a small budget. It also means that I become a one-woman 

film crew, allowing more flexibility and cheaper budget considerations within my work 

practice. It also highlights the unpolished style of the artefact, in both look and sound, which 

also sits very well in relation to the film’s aesthetics and the overall feel. Importantly, the 

artefact also embodies my mission to address the research questions by making an essay film 

which is intimate, handmade, and lo-fi. This argument about the functionality of 

technological change, and its relationship to the essay film, is informed by Alexandre 

Astruc’s dictum noted in my Preface, in which he contends that cinema will find a language a 

that is as “flexible and subtle as written language” (Astruc 1948).  

 

          Rascaroli contends that these technological changes have rendered Astruc’s utopian 

vision at least partly true. She writes: “Thanks to the new technologies, the possibility of 

using the camera as a pen, and of producing a fully personal cinecriture, has become much 

less utopian today than when Astruc coined the term ‘camera-stylo’” (Rasacaroli 2017: 4). 

This idea of ‘cinecriture’ is a crucial one towards my research, and one that I shall be 

returning to in Chapter Two. 

 I would also argue that the camera phone, and low-cost editing software packages, are 

partly fulfilling Rasacaroli’s prediction cited above. But it is also important to consider that 

the desire for a filmmaking as flexible as writing with a pencil is a utopian one. Is a mobile 

phone really like a pencil? Indeed, Lopate warns: “in spite of Alexandre Astruc's tempting 

utopian term ‘camera-stylo’, the camera is not a pencil, and it is rather difficult to think with 

it in the way the essayist might” (Lopate 1992: 109). I shall be thinking through this question 

in Chapter Two, when I analyse the affordances of the mobile cameraphone as a device for 

personal, essay filmmaking. 

 

       Another way in which the essay film has been written about is as a form which, similarly 

to the Astruc’s definition of camera-stylo, longs for a utopian form of filmmaking. Elizabeth 

A. Papazian and Caroline Eades write that this longing is “... for an impossibility, whether 

conceived in aesthetic, technological, or social terms” (Papazian and Eades 2016: 2–3). 

Rasacaroli similarly writes about the utopian desire that the essay film represents, and again 
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we see this desire for an embodied audience, which I argue is also typical of the Korsakow-

based film:  

 

These considerations suggest that essayistic films reveal and embody two 
fundamental and intertwined, although clearly paradoxical, aspirations of cinema, 
both fictional and documentary. The first is the filmmaker’s desire to use the camera 
as a flexible, lucid, incisive means of personal, individual expression. The second is 
her wish to communicate with the spectator directly, to establish a contact with the 
embodied audience, based on an elective affinity. Such ambitions mark essayistic 
cinema as utopian; but also testify to the urgency of its project in the panorama of 
filmmaking (Rascaroli, 2014: 15). 

 

This desire for a utopian form of filmmaking also informs some of the writing around 

interactive documentaries, in general, and the Korsakow-based film specifically. Florian 

Thalhofer, who like Soar was one of the creators of Korsakow claims in an interview:  

 

Stories have the advantage that they make things understandable. But at the same time 
they have the disadvantage that they are always wrong (or at least that they are far 
from being accurate). Nonlinear narration is not true, neither, but it is closer to reality. 
And that we are closer to reality, when we are discussing the problems we currently 
face (nuclear extinction, climate change), is probably the key factor when it comes to 
find solutions that allow our survival (Thalhofer cited in Tumer 2017). 

 

In this way Korsakow-based films can be seen as being closer to how we experience real life, 

as a series of fragments that constitute a series of small discontinuous narratives, not as an 

overarching grand story, with a three-act structure.  If Thalhofer is positing the Korsakow-

based film as a compelling way to engage with major political and environmental problems, 

it’s instructive to compare his rhetoric with the way essay films have been written about in 

those terms. 

 It’s also critical to recognise that the essay film did not just grow out of documentary 

practice, but out of avant-garde practice as well. This is relevant when thinking about the 

Korsakow-based film in that although many of the films made using this software tend 

towards the documentary; they are documentaries often inflected by a more sonic and visual 

arts-oriented practice. Soar argues; 

 

As it turns out, most of the Korsakow films I’ve seen or made have been, if not 
‘languid’, exactly, then contemplative, interpretive and exploratory: extended spatial 
montages with minimal interface elements, and certainly not ‘all- singing- all- 
dancing’, technologically precocious affairs. Surveying films made with Korsakow, 
including our own, our collaborators’, and our students’, reveals that the majority are 
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documentary-oriented, typically small scale, observational, character driven, even 
meditative. Korsakow films require attention (Soar 2014: 160).   

 

One of the challenges for me in making ‘Aliens Among Us’ is to work out how different 

filmmaking registers and styles function in the context of the Korsakow-based film. Working 

with SNUs encourages working with bite sized pieces of content from one to two minutes 

long. The urge to move on to the next thumbnail seems strong after this; although I have 

included the occasional SNU which is longer. As well, the film will generally be viewed on a 

laptop or desktop computer, rather than a cinema screen. I think these two factors work 

strongly against large scale, spectacular effects, and favour filmmaking that privileges quiet, 

intimate moments of contemplation.  

  

           Timothy Corrigan also claims that the essay film grew out of a specific political 

moment in the post-war world:  

 

The crisis of World War II, the Holocaust, the trauma that travelled from Hiroshima 
around the world, and the impending Cold War inform, in short, a social, existential, 
and representational crisis that would inform and galvanize an essayistic imperative to 
question and debate not only a new world but the very terms by which we 
subjectively inhabit, publicly stage, and experientially think about the world 
(Corrigan 2011b: 210).  

 

Like other writers who critique the essay film, Corrigan posits French filmmakers such as 

Marker, Varda and Resnais as early creators of the form. He cites ‘Night and Fog’, Alain 

Resnais’ 1956 film about the Holocaust as his exemplar of the essay film; a film which finds 

the language to speak about the unspeakable.  

 

       So, as commentators such as Rascaroli have observed, the changes that helped develop 

the essay film, are not just technological, as argued above, but come out of a specific political 

moment. They are a response to a world shattered by the destruction of a dominant 

overarching narrative, and one where it is difficult to posit the human experience in terms of 

a unified whole. Therefore we must turn to fragmented, disjointed narratives to make sense of 

the world. Rascaroli further claims that:  

 

 At both a thematic and philosophical level, subjectivity in nonfiction forms of 
 contemporary filmmaking is …  a reflection and a consequence of the increased 
 fragmentation of the human experience in the postmodern, globalised world, and of 
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 our need and desire to find ways to represent such fragmentation, and to cope with it 
 (Rascaroli 2014: 4). 
 

Korsakow-based films, similarly to essay films, can be understood as a response to this 

shattering by telling stories in a fragmented way, and by insisting that they address an 

embodied ‘you’ who is working with the filmmaker to create the story. This idea of the essay 

film as a response to a shattered world also calls into question how the self is presented in the 

essay film. The explicit acknowledgement of authorial presence is one of the key affordances 

of the form.  

 Indeed, Corrigan summarises what he sees as the key affordances of the essay film as 

the expression of the filmmaker’s subjective self, how that self takes part in the world and 

how that engagement with the world is turned into filmic representation. (Corrigan 2011a: 

30). The importance of the self in the essayistic mode is further confirmed by Lopate when he 

writes:   

 

 It could be said that all first person narration tends towards the essay, in the sense 
 that, as soon as an ‘I’ begins to define his or her position in and view of the world, 
 the potential for essayistic discourse comes into play (Lopate 1992: 125).  
 

In a comparable way Arthur argues that:  

 

The filmmaker’s onscreen presence – like similar gestures by New Wave directors, an 
acknowledgement that what goes on in front of the camera bears the imprint of a 
distinct shaping sensibility behind it – is not in itself an infallible guide for tagging 
this notoriously tricky form, but it reminds us that a quality shared by all film essays 
is the inscription of a blatant, self-searching authorial presence (Arthur 2003: 162). 

  

These arguments circle back to the importance of an embodied ‘I’ and ‘you’ in both the essay 

film and the Korsakow-based film.  

 

The essayist allows the answers to emerge somewhere else, precisely in the position 
occupied by the embodied spectator. The meaning of the film is constructed via this 
dialogue, in which the spectator has an important part to play; meanings are presented 
by the speaking subject as a subjective, personal meditation, rather than as objective 
truth. It is this subjective move, this speaking in the first person that mobilizes the 
subjectivity of the spectator (Rascaroli: 2008, 36). 
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One of the ways the self may be presented to the world is via the form of the diary. 

Therefore, it’s useful for me to investigate how the form of the diary film is used in both the 

essay film and the Korsakow-based film.  

 

         The following quote from Corrigan particularly resonates with me in terms of some of 

the themes and styles of my Korsakow-based film:  

 

Especially central to these and all essayistic temporalities, as they immerse 
themselves in the daily losses that diaries can merely record, is the violence of time 
and the timing of violence, a configuration of violence that is most fundamentally a 
dramatic confrontation with and reflection on the teleology of closure naturalized by 
film narratives (Corrigan 2011a: 132). 

 

There is one specific story line which runs through my film, namely: the illness and death of 

my dog Agnes, followed by my acquiring my new puppy Zelda, and watching her grow to 

adulthood, and then her sudden illness, followed by recovery. I experienced Agnes’ death as 

a violence, but found that my diaristic reflections about this in my film assisted in assuaging 

my grief. There is no closure in this story, because Zelda continues to grow and thrive, and I 

continue to feel Agnes’ absences in different ways. I realised that this story would constitute 

a spine that would connect my fragments, and that one of my tasks as the filmmaker was to 

work out how all the other disparate, yet related fragments would interact with this spine.  

 This work as a filmmaker returned me to my 1995 short essay film about horseracing 

titled ‘The Needy and the Greedy’ in which a racehorse trainer tells a story that constitutes 

the spine of the film, while all the other constituent parts hang off this spine. It has been 

useful to me to return to this, and realise the congruencies, as well as the disparities, between 

this early film, and the work I’m doing now. Both ‘Aliens Among Us’ and ‘The Needy and 

the Greedy’ have a narrative spine that runs through the work. The difference between the 

two, is basically the difference between a linear, and a non-linear work; ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

being the latter. This difference means I became creatively braver when thinking about this 

film’s essayistic structure. I had permission to completely lose the idea of a conventional 

three act storytelling structure, and instead could concentrate on congruencies, rhythms, and 

echoes between different parts of my fragmented narrative.  

 This brings us back to Lopate, who asks the confronting question: “The real question 

is why filmmakers find it so difficult to follow a train of thought, using their own personal 

voice and experience to guide them” (1992:127). This quote prompts me to question what 
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constitutes a ‘train of thought’ as applied to a Korsakow-based film. The phrase implies a 

linearity, as a train travels along a track to a preordained destination. But this is precisely how 

you cannot structure a Korsakow-based film. The train insists on veering all over the place in 

a digressive, reflective way, in both essay films, and the Korsakow-based film. As Arthur 

writes: 

 

 The essay, however, assumes that what it tells us and the order in which it is 
 communicated could have taken an entirely different route, that it is one of several 
 possible versions of the same concept. It delights in quirky arcs of logic, sudden 
 digressions, unexpected epiphanies, pauses for self-reflection (Arthur 2003: 165). 
  

The quote cited above also constitutes a valuable way in which to think about, make, and 

view the Korsakow-based film.  

 

           Having thus assayed and evaluated a range of what I consider the cardinal attitudes 

and questions concerned with the essay film scrutinised with reference to the Korsakow 

format, I can now bring this chapter to a concluding synthesis via a quote from the surrealist 

filmmaker, Germaine Dulac. Corrigan argues that the pre-history of the essay film starts with 

the French cinema clubs of the 1920s. One of the filmmakers who was central to the 

formation of these clubs was Dulac. Corrigan argues that the importance of Dulac and her 

associates in the development of the essay film was that they created the formation of an 

audience who interrogated the films they viewed, in an essayistic act of interpellation,  

 

 whereby each spectator as an individual and not a member of an anonymous, 
 collective audience, is called upon to engage in a dialogic relationship with the 
 enunciator, to become active, intellectually and emotionally, and interact with the text 
 (Corrigan 2011a: 204).  
 

This active interpellation is strikingly similar to what is demanded of the user/viewer of the 

Korsakow-based film. Dulac asked the following question about cinema, and its invocation 

of active, digressive thinking sounds very much like a ‘mission statement’ for what a 

Korsakow-based film might be: “What is more mobile than our psychological life with its 

reactions, its manifold impressions, its sudden movements, its dreams, its memories? The 

cinema is marvellously equipped to express these manifestations of our thinking” (Dulac 

cited in Corrigan 2011: 209).   
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 Furthermore, this active engagement with the essay film, which insists on the 

embodiment of the ‘you’ and the ‘I’, echoes with the way in which the user/viewer must 

engage with the Korsakow-based film. They must select what to view next, and then make 

their own connections, both intellectually and emotionally with the seemingly haphazard 

collection of fragmented content. Both the maker and the user/viewer, in league with the 

computer’s algorithm create meaning when they make and view the work. In this way the 

Korsakow-based film harkens back to Richter’s rich description of the essay film, in which 

“the filmmaker can use everything that exists and what can be invented -  as long as they 

serve the purpose of making visible the fundamental idea”  (Richter 1940: 91–92). 

 

         As noted above, Astruc saw a utopian future for the cinema in which filmmakers could 

find a way to create a film as easily as one might pick up a pencil to write. In my next 

chapter, I explore my practice based research into filming with a mobile cameraphone; a 

recording device, which it can be argued, may fulfil this utopian desire while also expediting 

the accumulation and relational conjunctions of shots and scenes within an essayistic and 

Korsakow-configured format. I shall also be working with concepts such as ‘writing with the 

screen’ and with the figure of the ‘digital wayfarer’ to explore what it means to film my dogs 

with a mobile cameraphone.  
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CHAPTER TWO  

FILMING WITH MY MOBILE CAMERAPHONE: THE FLOW OF THE 

EVERYDAY 

  

          In this chapter, I will be exploring the affordances of the mobile cameraphone as a tool 

for shooting the footage that I use for my Korsakow-based film. I will link this analysis back 

to the history of the essay film and its relationship to the Korsakow-based film, which I 

discussed in the previous chapter, and I will look forward to using these ideas about mobile 

cameraphone affordances within my culminating analysis of the Korsakow-based film in 

Chapters Three and Four. By linking my research findings across these four chapters, I will 

show how the Korsakow-based film is indeed a new form of essay film. To explore these 

affordances, in this chapter I shall be deploying the figure of the ‘digital wayfarer’ and 

examining how the concept of cinécriture, or ‘writing for the screen’, can be used to inform 

the act of filming with the mobile cameraphone. I will be gendering these issues by also 

considering the figure of the flâneuse, and using the concept of the carrier bag theory of 

fiction, to also ask what it is to be a woman filming her dogs with a mobile cameraphone?  

  

           A key idea that informs a crucial part of my research is summarised by the following 

quote, from Agnès Varda, defining the concept of cinécriture, a concept mentioned in 

Chapter One, in relationship to the utopian idea of the camera-stylo:  

  

For me, a film is not written by the screenplay or the dialogue, it’s written 
 by the way of the filming. The choices that you have to make between still  
shot or traveling shot, color or black-and-white, speedy way of acting or  
slow-motion or whatever, all these choices, and the lens you choose, and  
the camera you choose, and then the editing, and then the music or not, 
and the mixing—all these choices all the way through the film, all through the making 
of the film, that’s what cine-writing is. (Varda cited in Sharf 2017) 
  

Varda’s essay film, ‘The Gleaners and I’ (2000) is an influence on how I have conceptualised 

my research artefact, in the way that it is an exemplar of the essay film, and one that uses a 

small, handheld camera as part of its technological apparatus. When I view this film, I 

wonder whether Varda might have used a mobile cameraphone to film with, if high quality 

ones had been available at the time. After all, the mobile cameraphone can be seen as another 

form of the small, handheld camera. It also speaks to the idea of the embodied ‘you’ and ‘I’ 

which is a crucial affordance of the essay film. Therefore, I want to spend some brief time 
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examining how Varda’s film functions, and how it connects to arguments that I propound 

throughout this exegesis. I will not be offering a deep analysis of the whole film, but instead 

will be examining moments that are relevant to my research, using the film specifically as a 

tool honed for probing and answering my research questions. 

 In her film, Varda travels through France recording the activities of ‘gleaners’; people 

who follow after the rural harvests picking up the leftover fruit and vegetables. This gleaning 

functions as a practical activity, supplying food for those who don’t have enough to eat and a 

political activity, a refusal to waste edible food in a disposable consumer culture. Varda also 

widens the definition of what ‘gleaning’ might be by including city people who pick up 

leftover food after markets close by scavenging in supermarket dumpsters.  

 This material could be shot and edited as a straightforward political documentary, but 

Varda’s playful, digressive style in which she links widely variable subject matter together 

while all the time commenting on her means of production, turns this into an exemplary essay 

film. Varda wanders from country to city, speaking with homeless people, philosophers, and 

shopkeepers.  She gleans images from paintings, and playfully films her ageing body. She 

ties together the specific and the general in her observations, making her work at once 

political and personal, serious and playful. This digressive slipping between categories is one 

of the key affordances of the essay film. (Alter 2002: 7–8). Or as Timothy Corrigan observes, 

the film is about the “gleaning of art objects and the art of gleaning” (Corrigan 2011b: 218).  

 One scene, in particular, illustrates this playfulness and digressiveness. Varda is 

standing in front of a famous painting; ‘The Gleaners’, by Jean-Francois Millet (1857). She is 

carrying a sheaf of wheat in imitation of it, and then drops the sheaf and picks up her digital 

camera, stating in voiceover, “I’m happy to drop my ears of wheat and pick up my camera. 

These new small cameras, they are digital, fantastic. Their effects are stroboscopic, (as we 

see an image of her break up into pixels), narcissistic and even hyper-realistic”.  

 This gesture links the act of gleaning food to Varda’s filmmaking practice. As stated 

in an interview, “I felt that although I am not a gleaner — I am not poor, I have enough to eat 

— there's another kind of gleaning, which is artistic gleaning. You pick ideas, you pick 

images, you pick emotions from other people, and then you make it into a film” (Anderson 

2001: 24). 
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Figure 2.1: Still from ‘The Gleaners and I’, dir Agnès Varda (2000) 

  

This gleaning of images from the everyday is reminiscent of the familiar strategies of the 

essay film in which Laura Rascaroli has noted that “freedom, inquisitiveness and 

spontaneity”, (2017: 2) are three of the hallmarks of the form. The notion of ‘gleaning’ also 

has a certain congruency with the affordances of the Korsakow-based film which allows a 

similar free play with ideas and images. Thus, there is a line that runs from cinematic 

‘gleaning’, to the free play that filming with a mobile cameraphone allows, through to the 

fragmentation of the Korsakow-based film.  

 Corrigan also refers to gleaning as “an essayistic activity” (Corrigan 2011b: 219).  

He describes Varda’s camera as “a small digital camera-stylo that intensifies the subjective 

fragments of this contemporary woman with digital recordings of a fleeting world” (Corrigan 

2011b: 219). Of course, the word camera-stylo quite consciously recalls the idea of 

Alexandre Astruc’s camera-stylo, with its utopian promise of a tool that makes filmmaking as 

personal and subtle (Corrigan 2011b: 219) as writing.  

 As noted in the Preface and also in Chapter One, this concept of the camera-stylo is 

one that is important to this research. Astruc wrote ‘The Birth of the New Avant-Garde: La 

Camera-Stylo’ in 1948. In this article, he engaged with work directed by Orson Welles, Jean 

Renoir and Robert Bresson, and used them as exemplars of the tendency he was arguing for. 

He writes in relationship to this form of cinema:  

  

After having been successively a fairground attraction, an amusement analogous to 
boulevard theatre, or a means of preserving the images of an era, it is gradually 
becoming a language. By language, I mean a form in which and by which an artist can 
express his thoughts, however abstract they may be, or translate his obsessions exactly 
as he does in the contemporary essay or novel (Astruc 1948). 
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It’s clear from this argument that Astruc is not just relating the idea of the camera-stylo to 

any form of essayistic cinema, citing directors Welles, Renoir and Bresson, who didn’t 

primarily work in this form, but as Rascaroli proposes he is writing about; “... an authorial 

cinema that is able to produce a variety of linguistic and discursive registers, including the 

essayistic one, and that applies itself to a range of topics and disciplines, precisely as books 

do” (Rascaroli 2008: 28). 

 Astruc’s writing is a useful way for me to think about what the “linguistic and 

discursive registers” of the mobile phone-based film, and Korsakow-based film are. 

Importantly, it highlights how technology has impacted on filmmaking practice more 

broadly, both in terms of how films are made and how they are viewed. Filming with a 

mobile phone can be seen as an innovation within a history that stretches from the 

development of 16mm cameras, to the video portapak of the 1970s and 1980s, the 

lightweight, handheld cameras developed in the 1990s, to the development of the mobile 

cameraphone of the 21st century. As noted in Chapter One, this technological history which 

has created a greater ease of filming, was essential to the development of the essay film.  

 I am not proposing this lineage to suggest that this history is building and travelling in 

a straight line, with one technology inherently superior to the previous. Even so, the 

mobilephone as a camera can be placed within this technological history. Corrigan writes 

about this technological history and states that it does, “significantly encourage and underpin 

the active subjectivity and public mobility of the essay film that begin with the claims and 

practices of the essayistic in the 1940s” (2011a: 66). Corrigan doesn’t go as far as to include 

mobilephone cameras in his historical overview, but  this latter technology clearly follows on 

from all these technological innovations in many ways.  

 However, where the technology of mobile phone cameras differs from 16mm, video 

portapaks, or lightweight, handheld video cameras, is in their ubiquity and smallness; the fact 

that they live in your pocket or your handbag and that they are such a common item woven 

into the daily lives of so many people. This makes this technology qualitatively different than 

that of preceding ones. This ubiquity and ease of use are qualities commented on in multiple 

articles, by theorists of the mobile phone, as I will show in this chapter, and one that animates 

my use of my mobile phone camera as I make my artefact.  

 Leo Berkeley looks to this ubiquity and pervasiveness to argue that the development 

of the mobile cameraphone “has opened a range of new creative possibilities for documentary 
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filmmaking, taking advantage of these mobile devices’ extreme portability to move closer to 

Astruc’s dream of the ‘camera-stylo’” (Berkeley 2014: 25). 

  

        Berkeley uses his iPhone 4S to document “what could be described as the ordinary 

rather than the extraordinary” (Berkeley 2014: 26). In his film ‘The 57’ he focuses on the 

daily life of work and travel as he documents his commute on the number 57 tram. This 

desire to record the ordinary and quotidian chimes with my similar desire to document my 

daily life with my dogs. It also dovetails with Matt Soar’s description of the Korsakow film 

as a form favouring films that are “typically small scale, observational, character driven, even 

meditative” (Soar 2014: 160), as noted in Chapter One. Berkeley describes his film as an 

“essay film”, which he argues incorporates “diverse elements of video and audio material 

into a personal, reflective documentary style that seeks to capture a sense of lived human 

experience” (Berkeley 2014: 26) 

 I argue that the essay film is an exemplary form to capture this “lived experience” 

because of its lively play and expressiveness, and because its mixture of hybrid forms 

expresses the messiness and diversity of everyday life. Furthermore, the mobile cameraphone 

is a technology that is eminently suitable for this form of documentation. 

 Indeed, Berkeley also argues that shooting with a mobile cameraphone is part of a 

technological progression, and uses ‘Sherman’s March’ (Ross McElwee, 1986) which was 

shot on 16mm, and the ‘The Gleaners and I’ as historical precursors to his essayistic project. 

Berkeley describes the ubiquity of the cameraphone as its “hyper-accessibility” and notes this 

attribute is a key affordance of the technology. Where I differ with Berkeley’s analysis is that 

he states that the cameraphone is not a  

 

 radical break with existing screen production practice, but rather a significant 

 development with strong historical precedents. There are continuities with the history 

 of increasingly portable screen production technology and the aesthetic movements 

 aligned to it since at least the mid 20th century (Berkeley 2014: 28–29).  

 

I contend differently, that although there are historical continuities with previous 

technologies, this “hyper-accessibility” represents a significant break with past production 

practices because at no other time within film history has the means of production been 

available so widely to professional and amateur filmmakers alike. No other form of camera, 

or image gathering technology, has had the same ubiquity and pervasiveness. It’s the only 
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moving image camera that we can carry easily in our pocket, or our handbag. It also differs 

from previous moving image technology in that the content can be immediately uploaded and 

shared, thus interweaving the recording of everyday life into the way we live and share our 

lives in the digital realm.   

 Berkeley identifies filming with a cameraphone as an “in between space” (2014: 27) 

technologically, which fills a gap between the professional and amateur filmmaker. I agree 

that filming with a cameraphone represents a state of “in betweenness”. As stated in my 

Preface, I come to this knowledge quest from a film industry background. In that context, I 

would hesitate to film with my mobile cameraphone, feeling that in doing so I would be 

revealed to be an amateur. But, the mobile cameraphone is being increasingly used as a 

professional production tool, in ways I outline later in this chapter. In this way, it currently 

sits halfway between a tool for professional and amateur filmmaking, and complicates those 

two categories.  I also find ‘inbetween-ness’ a useful way of thinking about working with a 

mobile cameraphone as a way of shooting an essay film, because it causes me to consider the 

ways in which the essay film also functions as an inbetween space, that can hover between 

the different genres of documentary, personal diary, experimental film and visual arts.  

 This inbetween-ness can be seen as a space of liminality, by which I mean a space 

which is between or belonging to two different states. I also link this liminality to the 

affordances of the Korsakow-based film which requires the user/viewer to hover uncertainly 

between different thumbnails before they make a decision about what to view next. Even the 

layout of a laptop or desktop when viewing a Korsakow-based film consists of states of “in 

betweenness”, in that you’re viewing a series of visual images surrounded by blackness. 

There is, by necessity, much visual space in between these images. The user/viewer also 

hovers inbetween different thumbnail images as they choose what to view next. This in-

betweenness of the Korsakow-based film opens up ideas about montage, and the way in 

which narrative works, that I will be exploring in Chapter Three.  

  

        Although I find the concept of the camera-stylo a useful one for my research with the 

mobile cameraphone, as noted in Chapter One, Astruc’s argument can be also criticized as 

being a utopian one. Phillip Lopate is one such critic who has done so, as noted in Chapter 

One, in which he issues the warning that it is difficult to think with a camera, in the way we 

think with a pencil. (1992:109). 
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             I have found Bettina Frankham’s concept of ‘screenwriting’ a useful one to address 

the issue of how we may think with images, and how filming with a mobile cameraphone can 

be used as an apparatus to think with. Frankham has taken Varda’s idea of cinécriture and 

applied it to her practice of filmmaking with a mobile cameraphone. She uses a direct 

translation of the word cinècriture to mean screen writing, in the literal sense of “writing with 

the screen”, instead of its more usual meaning of writing a script which will later be turned 

into a film. She states: 

  

There is no doubt that this practice of writing with the screen has been greatly assisted 
by the presence of a smartphone in my pocket. The phone is my notebook, my mood 
board, the memory folder where I gather video, sound, still images and jottings of ideas, 
all to be worked further at a later date. The fact that it is mostly always at hand, that its 
ubiquity renders it relatively inconspicuous, permits me to capture fragments from daily 
life that are worthy of further consideration. I use it to capture moments of value, 
exceptionality, whimsy and things that quicken my heart (Frankham 2016: 50). 
  

This ongoing, flowing, everyday practice of gathering, noting, musing, working and re-

working with our mobile cameraphones, in the same way in which we might use a notebook 

to explore ideas, is a form of thinking with images. I have found that my process of filming, 

thinking, and filming again, as a form of writing with the screen, has assisted me in thinking 

about my relationship with another species. The images I’ve filmed, or gleaned, as well as the 

images that other people have filmed for me, make me perceive the intimacy between these 

two species in an even more pointed way than I have previously. I have titled my artefact 

‘Aliens Among Us’ because the strangeness of the intimacy between our two species has 

always put me in a ‘space’ of consciousness other to the self that is different to when I am 

present in human-to-human relationships. My research has caused me to ask questions such 

as: how do we live so closely with our dogs, both physically and emotionally, when there is a 

gap in our understanding of the world, and how we perceive it? How do we sit with that gap 

to gain an understanding of what Donna Haraway describes as the “conjoined dance of face-

to-face significant otherness” (Haraway 2003: 41), which constitutes this interspecies 

relationship? 

 Filming, and then being attentive to the footage I’ve filmed, has made me more 

sensitive to the little, flickering moments that occur in these relationships; the mingling of 

glances and touches between two species, the pleasures of watching a dog reclaim their 

‘dogginess’ as they wildly play with their cohort, as well as the stresses and pressures that 

occur within these interspecies relationships. 
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 Therefore, the concept of writing with the screen has been a crucial one in my 

research; as I film my dogs it becomes a form of thinking with images. Laura Rascaroli also 

writes about how the essay film thinks with images because “making an argument is its 

defining gesture, its clearest commitment” (2019:12). She argues that critical responses to the 

essay film have privileged the logocentrism of work such as Marker’s ‘Letter from Siberia’, 

and the work of those other filmic essayists who have worked under the critical rubric of the 

French Left Bank cinema, which also includes filmmakers such as Agnès Varda and Alain 

Resnais. Rascaroli contrasts this with essay films she describes as “the poetic or lyrical 

essay” (2019:13), which is defined as work that privileges “affect and sublimity [which] are 

at odds with the essay’s logocentric rationalism, with its sceptical attitude” (2019:13). 

Rascaroli uses the short essay film ‘The Idea of North’ (1995) about the last days of a polar 

exploration, as an example of the lyrical or poetic essay film. Its argument is conveyed by its 

form which “has the brevity and compactness of a poem, as well as its profound allusiveness 

and its poignancy” (2019: 13), and in this way, it thinks with images. Rascaroli’s argument 

also answers Lopate’s question of how we can think with images (1992: 132), by offering a 

specific definition of the poetic and lyrical cognitive modes in relation to the essay film. 

 Therefore the ‘poetic’ can be a way that the essay film thinks with images, and the 

mobile cameraphone can be an effective tool for thinking poetically. Similarly, Hans Richter 

believed the job of the essay film is to “visualise thoughts on screen” (1940: 91), and that the 

filmmaker had many tools at hand with which to think. Richter writes; 

 

the filmmaker can portray dead as well as living things, and artificial as well as natural 
objects – the filmmaker can use everything that exists and what can be invented – as 
long as they serve the purpose of making visible the fundamental idea. With this 
abundance of means, even prosaic thoughts and difficult ideas can provide color and 
entertainment, which the public needs to enjoy the subject matter (1940: 91–92). 

  

Furthermore, we can also use verbal language to comment while we film, or add voiceover 

later, so adding another layer of thought on top of these images. These thoughts can be 

expanded or condensed using editing software, as we play with the mobile cameraphone’s 

cinematic capability to manipulate space and time.  

 With these reflections in mind, it becomes clear that I need to understand better how 

I’m thinking with my mobile cameraphone and what, if any, conclusions I can come to about 

the relationships between people and their dogs. However, before I examine how I’ve used 

my mobile cameraphone to make an essay film, or to write an essay film, using Varda and 
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Frankham’s concept of writing with the screen, I will briefly investigate the history of the 

mobile cameraphone, and some of the various ways cameraphones are currently being 

utilised, both in production and distribution, in order to deepen understandings of the specific  

affordances of the mobile cameraphone, and to show even more clearly how germane the 

device really is to the mode of filmmaking that I am pursuing.  

 Dean Keep writes that the very first cameraphone was invented on 11th June 1997 

when Philippe Kahn connected a point and shoot camera into the body of a Motorola phone, 

and then shared the photo of his infant daughter he took, through a wireless internet 

connection (Keep 2014:128). This prototype has since morphed into the sophisticated image 

gathering and sharing technology we use now through innumerable iterations.  

 Furthermore, Adam Kossoff extrapolates on the beginnings of the smartphone, and its 

developments from simply a phone, to the ubiquitous communication and filmmaking device 

that we use today:  

  

The epochal moment for the mobile phone came when it was made readily available 
during the 1990s. Text messaging was first introduced in 1993 then the first smartphone 
and the first camera phone came along in 2002, followed by the Apple iPhone, with a 
touch screen, in 2007. The machine became a direct extension to the body, twenty-four 
seven (Kossoff 2014: 36). 
 

Max Schleser traces a detailed history of the mobile cameraphone through its many 

iterations, from the launch of the first mobile phone equipped with a camera by Sharp in 

2000, to the first generation of the iPhone in 2007 and including the production of high 

resolution mobile cameraphones by brands such as Nokia, LG, Motorola, and Sony Ericsson 

(Schleser 2014: 157). Schleser explains how these devices have turned us all into potential 

filmmakers, and how this technology has been used to bridge the gap between amateur and 

professional filmmaking, changing the ways in which we consume visual media through 

constantly being part of a data sharing network: 

 

Smartphones that incorporate high-resolution and HD digital stills and video cameras 
have arguably made film production more accessible for "non-professional" and 
"professional" filmmakers. In turn, that is shaping not only new modes of film 
production but also modes of consumption, distribution, and exhibition, by embedding 
these digital stories into network media (Schleser 2014: 158). 

 

I was a late adopter of this technology, not purchasing my first mobile phone until 2000, and 

my first smartphone in 2012. When researching the technicalities of shooting with a mobile 
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cameraphone, I noticed that many articles related to this subject argued that with the correct 

accessories, such as lens kits and external microphones, the mobile cameraphone could match 

professional digital cameras in terms of image and sound quality, meaning that you could 

create ‘cinematic’ images if used correctly. Films such as ‘Tangerine’ (Sean Baker, 2015) 

and ‘Unsane’ (Steven Soderbergh, 2018) were given as examples of films which you could 

never guess had been shot on a mere cameraphone.  

  

       In an interview, Sean Baker said in relation to working with this technology, “At first my 

Director of Photography was a little embarrassed, and I was telling him we need to embrace it 

or else we'll fail. We have to create our own aesthetic. If we do that, there is no difference 

between 35mm and this, as long as we're confident.” (Baker cited in Bastanmehr: 2015), 

However, I think striving to prove that a mobile cameraphone is technically equivalent to a 

professional digital camera misses the point of working with the former technology. A 

different perspective is given by Steven Soderbergh who, in an interview, praises the ‘speed 

and flexibility’ (Soderbergh cited in Fitzmaurice 2018) of the mobile cameraphone which he 

used to shoot ‘Unsane’. This phrase echoes film critic Alexandre Astruc’s aphorism  

concerning the ‘camera-stylo’, and again highlights the positive affordances of this 

technology.  

  

             Another way mobile cameraphones are being used for filmmaking is for the creation 

of web-based series directed towards young audiences. An example of this is the ABC-TV 

series ‘Content’ (2019), which was shot and is meant to be watched on a smartphone. It’s 

about the life of a young woman who is a wannabe social media influencer. Therefore, one 

can easily understand why you would film a web-series about someone whose life is 

entwined with its representation via their smartphone, on a smartphone, and design it to be 

viewed in the same way. The series director, Walter Woodman states; “It’s how we 

experience our lives – It’s how we’re talking to each other right now ... As we put more and 

more of our experience onto our phones, then we need to tell stories through those 

experiences” (Woodman cited in Sebag-Montefiore 2019). 

 As can be seen by the above quotes, the mobile cameraphone still occupies a 

contentious space between the amateur and the professional. This means that there is a certain 

tendency to discuss mobile cameraphone filmmaking within a framework of mainstream 

cinematic practice. This tendency asks questions about how we can make the footage we film 

with our cameraphones more like high end digital cinema cameras. However, I find it more 
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useful, in terms of my research to place my practice within a more experimental framework, 

rather than one which strives to make the technology the equal of high end digital cameras, 

and therefore somehow more legitimately ‘cinematic’. 

 Marsha Berry is a writer, artist and academic who has worked with mobile 

cameraphones as part of her practice, and whose work can be seen as being more 

experimental in form. Berry wrote about her contribution to a group exhibition of mobile 

video art which was held in 2007, in response to “our critical colleagues in digital media and 

photography who felt that we were wasting our time researching the possibilities of mobile 

phone cameras and screens for art making” (Berry 2017: 136). These practitioners used this 

exhibition to ask; “What happens when you take low-resolution video files shot on a mobile 

phone and project them on large screens in gallery spaces?” (Berry 2017: 136). Berry 

concluded that:  

 

When blown up the images contained echoes of Impressionism, Pointillism or Fauvism 
because of digital artefacts. The videos often took on a nostalgic cast because of the 
apparent surface skin created when projected onto a large screen. We decided that these 
qualities were highly suitable to works that pursued notions of memory and 
remembering (Berry 2017: 136). 
  

However, although, I find this experimental practice very interesting, my research is not 

taking me precisely within the framework of experimental visual art. Given the digital clarity 

of contemporary mobile smartphones, it’s nowadays difficult to realise this lo-fi look in 

which the meagre pixels are barely holding together into an image. Neither am I striving to 

attain a ‘cinematic’ look with my smartphone which could be mistaken for high end video or 

making something consciously directed towards a ‘youth’ audience which, it’s surmised, 

consume content primarily on their phones.  

  

My research is more akin to the affordances Berry writes about in relation to the mobile 

cameraphone and Dziga Vertov’s film technique of the ‘kino-glaz’. She writes that: 

  

Vertov used film to create a new language of cinema where the “kinoglaz” (cinema eye) 
captured everyday ephemera to create a new form of creative expression through 
montage. He magnifies everyday events to expose the mechanics of social activities, 
thereby to make the taken for granted mundane details become the centre of attention 
(Berry 2017: 133). 
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Berry’s realization that the everydayness of filming with her cameraphone was akin to 

Vertov’s concept of the kino-glaz came to her one day in Hawaii while filming the aftermath 

of an earthquake (2017: 133). Similarly, my research with the mobile cameraphone is 

concerned with the everyday, as I film my quotidian activities with my dogs. These activities 

sometimes moved into high drama because of my dogs’ health crises. However, I would 

argue that such moments of crisis are as much of the everyday as walking the dog, or sitting 

in a café. My ‘kino-glaz’ captures all these activities and can do so because of the 

pervasiveness of my mobile cameraphone.  

 Vertov was one of the earliest practitioners of the essay film; his film ‘Man with a 

Movie Camera’ (1929) is an exemplar of this tendency. As argued previously, the mobile 

cameraphone is also an exemplary technology for the recording of the everyday due to its 

flexibility and pervasiveness, and thus is an historical development continuing on from 

Vertov’s, whose work can be characterized, in the words of Georges Sadoul as a “means of 

making the invisible visible, the obscure clear, the hidden obvious, the disguised exposed” 

(Sadoul 1972: 264). Sadoul’s definition of Vertov’s work resonates with my research 

practice, which stems from a desire to direct the viewer’s vision towards the everyday as a 

way of seeking meaning, and elevating the ordinary, even banal relationships between dogs 

and humans into fragmentary stories that will explore the specificities and richness of these 

relationships. 

 Although popular culture is full of images and stories about dogs, there is also a 

feeling that the human/canine relationship may not be worth taking seriously. As Alice A. 

Kuzniar writes: “The subject of dogs is presumed to be unfit for serious scholarly 

investigation: It is held to be sentimental, popular, and trivial, both by the academic and by 

the general lay population” (Kuzniar 2006: 1). Therefore, I think the subject of dogs and our 

relationship to them fits with Vertov’s desire to bring visibility and clarity to a mundane, 

everyday subject.  

 Following on from Berry’s realization that her mobile moviemaking is working 

within Vertov’s essayistic tradition, I note that she and Dean Keep write about their practice 

as a form of ‘remediation’ (Bolter & Grusin 2000) of that tradition, which they define as a 

“representation and integration of older media forms with new media” (Berry & Keep 2013: 

165). Remediation is a useful concept for me to work with as I explore the relationship 

between the essay film, a category of film which has existed since the 1920s, the 21st century 

media of the mobile cameraphone film, and the Korsakow-based film. Working with this 

term enables me to create an intellectual and creative bridge between these two media, and to 
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also integrate the traditions of the essay film into this new 21st century form, both in my 

theoretical and creative practice. It assists me in thinking about what an essay film might be 

when it takes the form of interactivity. Berry contemporizes Vertov’s idea of the “kinoglaz” 

by inventing the neologism, “mobiglaz” (2017:134), which gestures towards the way that 

Vertov’s idea is useful for thinking about filming with the mobile phone, and therefore 

making the everyday the centre of attention.  

 Berry also views mobile filmmaking through the lens of non-representational theory. 

She states: “The goal of non-representational theory is to embrace practice, embodiment, 

materiality and process, or the more than representational aspects” (Berry 2016). What strikes 

me as compelling in terms of my research is to consider what “more than” means in this 

formulation when filming with my mobile cameraphone.  

 The concept of ‘embodiment’ is a thread that runs through my research; whether that 

be Rascaroli’s notion of the essayistic ‘you’ and ‘I’ which she states is an affordance of the 

essay film (2008:35), or my embodied experience of filming with a mobile cameraphone. 

This embodiment speaks to Keep’s idea of the ‘evocative documentary’ (2015), an idea 

which foregrounds the embodied nature of filming with a small device which has become 

literally almost part of our body, or as Adam Kossoff states a; “miniature machine at the end 

of an arm” (2014: 37). 

 

           The materiality of mobile cameraphone aesthetics is also substantially different than 

that of other cameras, be they analogue or digital. A useful way of thinking about this is Dean 

Keep’s idea of the ‘liquid aesthetic’, which he argues makes working with a mobile 

cameraphone substantially different than other practices. Keeps defines this aesthetic in the 

following way: “Digital images have a liquid nature in that images taken on cameraphones 

exist as binary code and therefore may be easily deconstructed, re-constructed, and re-

imagined” (Keep 2014: 131).  

 Digital images filmed with other sorts of cameras potentially also have this sort of 

liquidity. However, I think the defining nature of how this liquidity functions for mobile 

camera phones is that their ubiquity and pervasiveness mean for the first time the capability 

to deconstruct, reconstruct, and reimagine is available to all filmmakers, instead of those who 

can afford expensive cameras and post-production software.  

 In the context of these histories, both aesthetic and technological, I’m very aware of 

my mobile cameraphone’s technical limitations, and choose to embrace them, rather than 

work around them. I chose to work with an iPhone because, as stated in my Preface, I wanted 
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to make work, which was lo-fi and low budget, as opposed to my industry-based practice, 

which is the production of feature and television documentaries. In choosing to work with 

Korsakow as the software which would create my non-linear documentary, I’m also aware 

that audiences would be viewing it on a computer, rather than a cinema screen, so that the 

technical deficiencies of the iPhone wouldn’t be so crucial.  

 I gave careful thought to purchasing a lens kit made specifically for iPhones. But, 

after discussion with a friend who specialises in all forms of Apple based technology, decided 

not to. He advised me that I may as well purchase a digital camera if I wanted to work with 

different lenses, and that it would be a much more interesting proposition, to work with the 

lens of my iPhone.3 Therefore, my strategy has been to work within the limitations of a fixed 

lens rather than the flexibility of a range of lenses. In thinking about how this decision relates 

to Varda’s notion of cinécriture, I realise that I have severely limited my creative choices in 

terms of writing with the screen. Again, I embrace these limitations rather than straining to 

push my practice  in a way that works against the strengths of the mobile cameraphone.  

 I downloaded the FilmicPro app to my iPhone, which does give limited control to 

aperture and focus. I found I mostly used this app when I had the time to set shots up 

properly and thoughtfully, but often when I was filming it was preferable to use a more diary-

based approach, whereby I immediately started filming when I saw something which 

intrigued me, sparked a thought or a feeling, or seemed a vital part of the fragmented story I 

was telling, without going through the steps of using the FilmicPro app. As well as this, I was 

dissatisfied with the picture quality when using the zoom function. It immediately lost clarity, 

so I avoided using this. 

 Varda was very conscious that her use of a small, handheld camera (what she calls an 

amateur camera) changed her practice when making ‘The Gleaners and I’. She stated:  

  

The third reason – which pushed me to begin and continue this film – was the discovery 

of the digital camera. I picked the more sophisticated of the amateur models [the Sony 

DV CAMDSR 300]. I had the feeling that this was the camera that would bring me 

back to the early short films I had made in 1957 and 1958. I felt free at that time. With 

the new digital camera, I felt I could film myself, get involved as a filmmaker. It ended 

up that I did film myself more (Anderson 2001: 24). 

  

                                                
3 Personal conversation June 2018, with Marcus Herrick.  
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           In a similar spirit, I value the way in which a camera phone allows me the freedom to 

film whenever I wish without being concerned with the exigencies of budgets and schedules, 

which is very much part of my usual role as a documentary producer. A brief anecdote casts 

light on this issue the accessibility, pervasiveness and embodied qualities of the camera used 

in one’s essay filmmaking. I was fortunate enough to meet Agnès Varda in Paris. It was very 

easy to do so because her office was open to anyone who walked in the door. She made me a 

cup of tea, showed me a cut of a video installation she was working on, and asked my 

opinion of it. Friends from her neighbourhood popped in and out for a chat all through the 

afternoon. Further cups of tea were made, vivacious conversations were held, all the time 

while Varda worked on her video installation.  

 I told Mme. Varda I had named my dog Agnes after her, and apologised saying I 

knew she was a cat person. She shrugged that off with Parisian insouciance and said, “that’s 

your problem”, and then she sold me some DVDs. What impressed me most about this 

encounter was the way in which her artistic practice was interwoven with her daily life. Her 

creative work was not siloed off from the rest of her life. Her edit suite was deliberately 

placed in the front office, not sequestered away in a backroom. This meant her practice was 

interwoven with her everyday life as a community member in a busy neighbourhood. From 

this meeting, and from her films’ emphases on the value and importance of people and their 

everyday lives, as illustrated by ‘The Gleaners and I’, I could see how her filmmaking 

practice fed both on her high regard for quotidian activities and on her concern to limit the 

technological barriers between her ordinary, lived experience and her image-gathering.  

 I relate this attitude towards creative practice back to the use of a mobile 

cameraphone to film footage, and Keep’s idea of the “evocative documentary”, as stated in 

my Preface; a concept which he uses to ask the question; “not what a documentary is, but 

rather what a documentary might be in an age of the smartphone” (Keep 2015). 

  

         Thus, I have not yet finished plumbing the depths of my fundamental question about the 

affordances of the smartphone and the essay film in an interactive setting; and thus I must 

continue asking further questions that flow from this main question. For example: what is it 

to have access to a camera that fits your pocket and which you can use whenever you want to 

use it? How does it affect how and what you film? I will use Keep’s article as a key text to 

think with in this exploration because his question in regard to the “evocative documentary” 

is germane to my consideration of how filming with my mobile cameraphone affects my 

creative practice, and how it also feeds into the production of my Korsakow-based film. I will 
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also be ‘gendering’ this question, at least in part, by asking specifically what happens when a 

woman is using a cameraphone to film with? I do this work of gendering because I think 

Keep’s article assumes that filming with a mobile cameraphone has no implications in terms 

of gender. I question this assumption and will return to this argument later in this chapter.  

 

        Therefore, a key question for me to explore both via both my artefact and exegesis is 

how Varda’s concept of cinécriture works through the affordances of the camera phone. To 

return to Frankham’s concept of writing on the screen, I note how she extends the idea to 

encompass the exploration of “ideas in ways that differ from what is possible with words 

written on the page: hence, writing with the screen” (Frankham 2016: 48). She also notes that 

“[t]hinking in terms of cinécriture encourages me to consider how all aspects of the 

expressive style of my work operate as parts of a meaning-making engine” (Frankham 2016: 

49). Furthermore, she lists what this ‘thinking’ entails as a practical process. Her list includes 

concepts such as attentiveness, recognition, focus and openness, recording, observing that 

recording, musing, rewatching, and working with the content in the edit suite (Frankham 

2016: 56–57). 

          Contemplating Varda’s cinécriture thus, in light of Frankham’s precepts, leads me now 

to examine the usefulness of following ‘simpatico’ concepts: the ‘digital wayfarer, ‘la 

flâneuse, and the ‘carrier bag theory of fiction’.  

 The concept of the ‘digital wayfarer’ has influenced my research strongly and can be 

related to the idea of writing with the screen. Sarah Pink and Larissa Hjorth write about this 

figure as a person who interweaves their physical and digital lives together via their mobile 

phone, as they travel through their day. It has become part of the everyday flow of life because: 

“camera phone practices provide new ways of mapping place beyond just the geographic: they 

partake in adding social, emotional, psychological, and aesthetic dimensions to a sense of 

place” (2014: 42) 

 

Pink and Hjorth develop their argument using the definition of wayfaring by anthropologist 

Tim Ingold, who defines this method as: 
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The path of the wayfarer wends hither and thither, and may even pause here and there 
before moving on. But it has no beginning or end. While in the trail the wayfarer is 
always somewhere, yet every ‘somewhere’ is on the way to somewhere else. The 
inhabited world is a reticulated meshwork of such trails which is continually being 
woven as life goes on along them (Ingold cited in Pink & Hjorth 2014: 45).  
  

Pink and Hjorth quote one of their ethnographic research subjects, Michelle, who says in 

relation to her daily practice of filming and sharing: “I used to keep a diary, but now I keep 

my diary in public, and in a cloud” (2014: 49). Michelle’s statement resonates deeply with 

Frankham’s idea of writing with the screen, in which your mobile cameraphone is notebook, 

mood board, and memory book, using it to gather sounds and images which will be re-

processed at a later time. In thinking about how I work with the images gathered by my 

mobile cameraphone, I realise that my filmmaking practice has changed during my research 

from my habitual practice, in that I now use the images I’ve gathered as a way of musing 

over my daily life, and this then feeds into decisions I make about what and when to film. 

This also resonates with Varda’s notion of ‘gleaning’. In other words, I understand that I am 

gleaning a nourishing store of sounds and images as I make my way through my day, using 

my mobile phone to glean any sequences of quotidian experience that I find intriguing, 

affecting, or compelling.  

 Marsha Berry argues that mobile filmmaking can be placed in the confluence of 

“three concepts drawn from digital ethnography, namely wayfaring, co-presence, and 

mobility placed within mobile media ecologies to see how emerging everyday creative 

practices and evolving aesthetics manifest” (Berry: 2017,132). Pink and Hjorth have provided 

a rich definition of digital wayfaring; the way in which we engage with our mobile 

cameraphones to weave together our physical and virtual lives as we move through our day 

(Pink & Hjorth 2014). In the context of the contemporary experience as we travel with our 

mobile phones, co-presence suggests the way in which we move through the physical world 

with the virtual world always co-present with us at the same time, as we film, upload and 

share via the cloud, while mobility suggests physical mobility, and the mobile pervasiveness 

of our cameraphones. These three concepts animate my mobile filmmaking practice, and are 

central to how this practice is linked to notions of the everyday and to Keep’s idea of the 

‘evocative documentary’. Berry writes that: 

 

an evocative moment ... [is] ... something that can occur in the midst of the flow of 
everyday life. The etymology of the word evocative indicates that it is from the Latin 
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evocare, meaning to call forth, and evocativus, which pertains to summoning (Berry 
2016) 

 

This everydayness, in which evocative moments can be experienced and recorded via an 

embodied mobile device, is a key affordance of filming with the mobile cameraphone, 

enabling its practice to dovetail neatly with the affordances of the essay film.   

 As noted above, ‘digital wayfaring’ also includes uploading and sharing footage, and 

then responding to the interactions which viewers have with that footage. In my current 

research practice, I’m not uploading digital footage to the internet to share on a regular basis, 

rather I’m using my camera phone to record my life with my dogs for later use in a 

Korsakow-based film. However, I find the concept of the ‘digital wayfarer’ a useful way to 

think about my practice, and the way it effects my daily life with my dogs. Its usefulness as 

part of my knowledge quest is because it has made me contemplate how I walk my dogs, and 

how that walking may function as a form of digital wayfaring. There are two different ways 

in which I walk my dogs. One is when I have a destination; perhaps a trip to the shops for 

which I bring a dog with along with me. These walks are purposeful, and don’t fit in with the 

idea of wayfaring as a meander through daily life. The second, and more common way, is 

when I walk my dogs primarily for their pleasure. In these situations, they wander at their 

own pace sniffing, and greeting other dogs and people. We pause as I chat to acquaintances, 

and then continue on our rather haphazard way. This haphazardness creates the idea of 

‘desirelines’; those pathways dictated by where they want to go rather than where I direct 

them. This resonates well with Ingold’s description of wayfaring in which I am in a present 

‘somewhere’, while always heading ‘somewhere else’.  

 

            I’ve also become aware as I’ve developed my practice that my daily actions are being 

influenced by what I think might be interesting content for my documentary. This is 

especially so with my young dog Zelda, who is far more active than Agnes. These activities 

include wandering much farther afield than I did with Agnes, and attending specific events, 

as mentioned previously in this chapter. They are both things that I want to do, as well as 

things that I think will make for interesting and cogent content to film. In this way, my digital 

life and my real life interweave, as I film on a daily basis. I pick up my mobile cameraphone 

to film because I’m interested or intrigued in what is occurring, or think that what is 

occurring may make for relevant footage for my research. These two acts of filming are 

subtlety different and indicate how my research feeds into my filming choices and vice versa.  
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 However, I’m aware that this practice of digital wayfaring isn’t a frictionless one. I’m 

often conflicted about when to carry my mobile cameraphone with me, and when to film. 

This is because I have a conflicting desire to just be a wayfarer (without recording), and at 

times feel that it may take away the pleasure of just enjoying wandering through my days, 

without becoming self-conscious about when and where to film. This is a minor anxiety I felt 

before I started my research practice. It has increased due to wanting to film my dogs’ 

activities, and at the same time just wanting to observe them, unimpeded by placing a small 

camera to my eye.  

 As part of the participative element of my artefact, I asked friends to send me videos 

shot on their mobile cameraphones that they felt represented their relationship with their 

dogs. It was striking to me that many of them sent me footage in which they take their dogs 

for a walk. For instance, Finn Canadensis sent me a series of short clips of him walking his 

dog Jackson to the shops. In these clips, he talks to camera about their relationship; how he 

got Jackson, what sort of personality the dog has, what they do together, as well as singing a 

song about his dog. The camera is directed toward Jackson at all time, and we don’t see Finn 

while he’s filming. This situation I observed seemed to be part of a regular walk they do 

together. It culminates at their local shopping centre with their interaction with the local 

shopkeepers. This filmed walk seemed to be not so much about the meandering nature of 

wayfaring, but more of a predetermined journey to a regular destination. However, it is still 

part of a tendency I see in all the video clips that friends have sent to me, in that many have 

filmed themselves walking their dog. It seems that walking and wayfaring is intertwined with 

canine companionship, and our relationship with dogs. 

 

            The figure of the digital wayfarer may also be seen as a form of the flâneur, or in the 

case of women, a flâneuse. I can explore this figure by asking the question: what does it mean 

to be a  flâneuse if you will, walking her dog in the modern city? It is a question that casts 

light on my larger research-quest, to understand the connections between the essay form and 

connective or non-linear ways of thinking, investigating and communicating.    

 In order to answer this question, I will briefly explore the concept of the flâneur as 

theorised by Walter Benjamin, and then attempt to use a gendered form of that figure to 

explore how I walk the city streets, and arcades, with my dogs. I acknowledge here that 

scholarship in relationship to Benjamin’s work is deep and complex. I will not be engaging 

with all aspects of this scholarship. Instead, I will be working through what is useful and 

relevant to my research.  



   52  

 The flâneur is an exemplary figure of modern life; a figure that is usually male and 

associated with the streets and arcades of the modern city. Bobby Seal writes that:  

  

The concept of the flâneur, the casual wanderer, observer and reporter of street-life in 

the modern city, was first explored, at length, in the writings of Baudelaire. 

Baudelaire’s flâneur, an aesthete and dandy, wandered the streets and arcades of 

nineteenth-century Paris looking and listening to the kaleidoscopic manifestations of the 

life of the modern city (Seal 2013). 

  

Benjamin used Baudelaire’s figure as a way of writing about the impact of modernity on the 

individual as they wend their way through the city of busy streets and arcades. Seal notes that 

in the ‘Arcades Project’ (Passagenwerk), Benjamin wrote about two differing ways in we 

respond to the complexity, and cacophony of city life. These are (1) erlebnis which can be 

characterised as the shock-induced anaesthesia brought about by the overwhelming sensory 

bombardment of life in a modern city, somewhat akin to the alienated subjectivity 

experienced by a worker bound to his “regime of labour”, and an almost polar response of (2) 

erfahrung, which “refers to the mobility, wandering or cruising of the flâneur; the 

unmediated experience of the wealth of sights, sounds and smells the city has to offer (Seal 

2013).  

 These two states can be seen as a dialectic, in which our daily lives synthaesize these 

two states into our lived experience. As I wander the streets with my dogs, my camera can 

potentially capture, and respond to, both these states. However, due to the nature of my 

digital wayfaring, the concept of erfahrung relates more closely to the research I’m doing.  

Walking with dogs makes the experience of flâneusing markedly different than if I was 

walking alone. There is something different about travelling through your day with a member 

of another species. Their sensory experience of the city is different than our human one. It’s 

marked by a much greater capacity to smell and hear the city than we have, and a lesser 

capacity to see it, because their eyesight is much weaker than ours. When I walk in the city 

with my dogs I note their different, and sometimes disgusting responses to their sensory 

overload; their overwhelming desire to sniff, and then to urinate, their sensitivity to sound, 

and the way they may be confused and overwhelmed with new sights. For instance, a person 

riding a skateboard maybe a shocking sight to a dog, if they are unfamiliar with this oddly 

shaped, and noisy apparition. In these ways Benjamin’s concept of erfahrung is a useful one 

to describe the wayfaring I experience alongside my dogs. 
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 I can’t know exactly what is running through my dogs’ minds during these moments. 

As Alice A. Kuzniar states, when we observe our dogs’ behavior, we are observing another 

species in a state of “muteness and otherness” (Kuzniar 2006: 2) in relation to us. She asks 

“[f]or how does one make the mute dog speak? How can one enter its consciousness? How 

does one listen to its muteness?” (Kuzniar 2006: 24). 

 I have come to realise that the thematic, and ancillary portion of my research is an 

effort to engage with this question, and with this engagement come closer to understanding 

the human/canine bond. Walking and filming with my dogs; being a flâneuse walking with a 

dog, is a way to attempt to understand how they relate to their very different experience of 

wandering along city streets. 

 In order to investigate the figure of a flâneuse walking with her dog, I spent a morning 

walking around Melbourne’s CBD with Zelda, just before Christmas 2019. Melbourne seems 

an appropriate city to become a flâneuse in, given its proliferation of arcades and laneways. 

We caught a train to Flinders Street Station and walked through laneways such as Degraves 

Street, and 19th century arcades such as the Block Arcade and Royal Arcade. 

 

 
Figure 2.2: Still from ‘Aliens Among Us: a film about people and their dogs’ 

 

Because it was just before Christmas, the city was particularly crowded with shoppers. I 

filmed Zelda by holding my mobile cameraphone in my hand. I was tempted to purchase a 

selfie-stick, but I note how using that device makes the user so conspicuous and thus can 

often impede the filming process. Therefore, I decided I preferred to film in a more lowkey 
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manner. This means the camera is usually pointed downwards towards Zelda which means I 

captured her constant smelling the ground. This made me even more aware of how a dog 

comprehends the world via their nose, in a way that we humans do not. It also meant that 

much of the footage also captured the beautiful tile and mosaic work on the floors of the 

arcades (such as in Figure 2.2 above), rather than film the people and the shops in the way 

one usually would. This results in an unusual perspective on the world, which isn’t exactly 

from a dog’s point of view, but gives the feel of what a dog’s perspective might be, albeit 

filtered through a human.  

 One of the main differences between the way a person usually walks around the city, 

and how one walks around with a dog is that we were constantly stopped by people wanting 

to pat Zelda. Luckily, she’s a very calm dog and wasn’t worried by this, or by the noise and 

bustle of Christmas shopping at all; indeed she seemed to enjoy it. However, it means that my 

experience was different because Zelda’s presence meant I was constantly interacting with 

people in a way that doesn’t normally happen. Being a flâneuse with a dog creates many 

more conversations with strangers than would otherwise occur. One moves away from being 

Walter Benjamin’s anonymous figure meandering through the city, to becoming a person 

constantly engaged with small moments of communication with random strangers.  

 Benjamin’s figure of the flâneur is a modernist male figure, and his writing 

universalises this figure by not considering how different it may be for a woman to walk 

through this same city. The male figure is the default one here. As Janet Wolff points out: 

“The literature of modernity describes the experience of men” (Wolff 1985: 37). However, 

there is an alternative theoretical and feminist history available to augment my wayfaring 

experience. Anke Gleber uses the silent essay film ‘Berlin, Symphony of the City’ by Walter  

Ruttman made in 1927 to explore the concept of the flâneuse. Gleber calls this “flâneusing, 

‘the art of taking a walk’” (1997: 68). This analysis is of particular relevance to my research 

because it connects the figure of the flâneuse to the essay film. 

 Using ‘Berlin, Symphony of the City’ as a context situates the flâneuse in Weimar 

Germany, at a time of great political and social change, and which represented both a 

“formulation of a new feminist consciousness” and resistance to that same consciousness 

(Gleber 1997: 75).  Gleber notes that even though the position of women was changing at that 

time:  

  

The street does not “belong” to women. They cannot take possession of walking it 
freely without also expecting to be impeded by public judgments or conventions that 
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cover or prescribe their images, effectively rendering them objects of the gaze. The 
female flâneur is considered to be absent, “invisible”; she is not presumed to have a 
presence in the street.(Gleber 1997: 72). 
  

She contrasts this with how the male flâneur engages with the modern city: 

  

In their intense pursuit of subjectivity and perception, these flaneurs and their gazes are 
restricted neither by insecurity, convention, modesty, anxiety or assault nor by barriers 
erected through the controlling or commodifying presence of another (Gleber 1997: 68). 
  

Although we are now living in the 21st century, arguably the same, or similar, pressures 

apply to women as we walk along the streets, especially at night. A 2017 survey used 

interactive mapping to show which public transport stops women in Melbourne felt unsafe 

using at night (Davey 2017). Women still struggle to have a safe presence in the street, and to 

belong fully in that public space.  

 Gleber describes a scene in ‘Berlin, Symphony of a City’ in which she argues that the 

flâneuse appears on celluloid for the first time. In this scene, a woman walks through the 

streets of Berlin and gazes at a man through a shop window (Gleber 1997: 76) Gleber argues 

that,  

 

 [h]er positioning in public and assumption of an active gaze provides a critical turning 
 point for the urban woman as spectator, as her behaviour can be regarded as one of 
 the first visually recorded manifestations of the long-absent female flaneur (Gleber 
 1997: 76).  
  

This is a thrilling development in both the history of the essay film and of the flâneuse. But 

Virginia Woolf, similarly to Benjamin another great modernist artist, also wrote an essay 

about her experience of being a flâneuse in London, at almost the same time as the first 

flâneuse appeared in Ruttman’s essay film. In Street Haunting, Woolf writes about the female 

pleasures of walking through the streets of London:  

  

As we step out of the house on a fine evening between four and six, we shed the self our 
friends know us by and become part of that vast republican army of anonymous 
trampers, whose society is so agreeable after the solitude of one’s own room (Woolf 
1930). 

  

This gendered figure tramping the London streets is a different one than Benjamin’s 

modernist hero. She isn’t the cool observer who has mastery over the scene, but instead, is 
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someone who is part of a “vast republican army” (Woolf 1930) subsumed into the flow of the 

street and all the delights and horrors it has to offer. The flâneuse is a very different figure 

than her male counterpart. She becomes “an enormous eye” (Woolf 1930). This echoes 

Vertov’s invocation of the “kino-glaz”, the “cinema-eye”, and speaks to me as a way in 

which I walk through the city, observing and filming as I go. I also note that in this essay, 

Woolf is walking through the London streets to purchase a lead pencil with which to write. 

This inciting detail has a rich resonance with the idea of the camera-stylo for me, an idea 

which in part animates my work.  
 

             Dean Keep has invoked the neologism ‘phoneur’ to conceptualise the figure of the 

flâneur/flâneuse with a mobile phone (2015). The phoneur is akin to the digital wayfarer. He 

is a figure who wayfares and films; “as we drift through private and public spaces using 

smartphones to capture the mediated traces of the people, places and events that shape our 

day-to-day lives” (Keep 2015). 

 The phoneur is a conceptually useful figure for my research, but Jess Kilby and 

Marsha Berry argue that the figure of the digital wayfarer is different than that of the flâneur. 

They note: “We don’t follow the lineage of the modernist notion of a flaneur (Benjamin). 

Instead we seek less travelled paths; we are digital wayfarers (Hjorth and Pink 2014), whose 

online and physical worlds are entangled” (Kilby & Berry 2020: 118).  Kilby and Berry seem 

to be invoking a figure whose way of wending through the world is less about purposeful 

striding through the city, in the way a flâneur might, and more about loosely drifting along 

desire lines, and discovering and making meaning through the process; of filming of 

whatever strikes them as meaningful, compelling or intriguing. In this way, I relate their 

figure of the digital wayfarer back to Woolf’s figure of the woman going to buy a lead pencil, 

and observing her world with an “enormous eye” (Woolf 1930). Just as I wonder what sort of 

work Agnes Varda would have made with a mobile cameraphone, I imagine what Virginia 

Woolf might have filmed with one, if the technology had existed in her time.  

 In thinking about what it means to film with a mobile cameraphone as a woman, I’m 

also drawn to Ursula K. Le Guin’s article, ‘The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction’ (1989). Le 

Guin begins her article by writing about a fictional prehistoric tribe. She argues that although 

the men in the tribe went out hunting for food with a spear, most of the food was gathered by 

women and put into a bag for later consumption, therefore making the bag a more important 

implement than the spear.  
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 Le Guin maps this concept onto the shape that a narrative might take, arguing that the 

linear narrative is not the only, or most effective, form of narrative, and in doing so genders 

the two shapes of the spear, and the carrying bag,  

 

... the proper shape of the narrative is that of the arrow or spear, starting here and 
going straight there and THOK! Hitting its mark (which drop dead); second, that the 
central concern of narrative, including the novel, is conflict; and third, that the story 
isn't any good if he isn't in it.  

  
I differ with all of this. I would go so far as to say that the natural, proper fitting shape 
of the novel might be that of a sack, a bag. (Le Guin 1989: 152 - 153) 
 

When I read this article, it led me to investigate the uses of the mobile cameraphone as a 

repository;  a sack, a bag, for the potential stories I had filmed. I began to visualise my device 

as a bag full of fragments of stories, impressions, and digital wanderings, and my job as a 

filmmaker, at least in part, being to fish around in this baglike device to find the right piece of 

footage I needed to tell my fragmented stories. In turn, I then thought about the fact that I 

often wear a dress and carry my mobile cameraphone in my handbag, not in my trouser 

pocket. This means that when I want to film, I often have to fish around in my handbag to 

find my device. 

 Although Keep’s concept of the evocative documentary is a key one for my practice, 

the concept subtly shifts when it’s gendered. This causes it to be strikingly different than 

Keep’s conceptualisation of the use of a mobile cameraphone in which he posits that “The 

intimate nature of the smartphone, being a device that is generally not shared and kept close 

to the body, means that the smartphone is almost always close to hand and ready to capture 

events as they occur” (Keep 2015). This difference between carrying your mobile 

cameraphone next to your body, in your pocket, or in your handbag (therefore making it into 

a bag within a bag) is a gendered difference, given the common knowledge that women are 

much more likely to be wearing a dress than men. Therefore, although I find Keep’s 

description of the ‘evocative documentary’ a very fruitful one for me to work with, there are 

gendered differences in the way we use our mobile cameraphones. 

 Max Schleser also supplies another useful metaphor that relates to the mobile 

cameraphone as a form of bag, or receptacle, in his invocation of the Japanese word keitai. 

He states that; “Keitai is the word for mobile phone in Japan. Keitai also has connotations 

such as hand-carry, small, and portable; carrying something, form, shape, or figure; and 

mobile phone” (Schleser 2014: 163). Schleser uses this metaphor to discuss the ‘Keitai 
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Aesthetic’, which he characterises as “the experience of location and notions of personal, 

immediate, and intimate qualities” (Schleser 2014: 163). These descriptors are commonly 

used when discussing the affordances of the mobile cameraphone. They are also often used 

by key theorists such as Rascaroli to describe the tendencies of the essay film. As quoted in 

Chapter One, some of the key affordances of the essay film are its “freedom, inquisitiveness, 

and spontaneity” (Rascaroli 2017: 2). We can also observe its congruency with Astruc’s idea 

of the camera-stylo, a device also noted for its emphasis on freedom, spontaneity, and 

personal expression. In these ways, we can see how the mobile cameraphone is an 

appropriate device with which to shoot an essay film, and one which assists the filmmaker in 

working with that form’s key tendencies.  

 Le Guin’s prehistoric carrier bag, my contemporary handbag, and the keitai, are all 

strong metaphors for the mobile cameraphone that gesture towards the role it plays as a 

storytelling receptacle. They are all baglike objects we use to carry our fragmented stories 

around with us, as we film the everyday as digital wayfarers, or flâneuses. 

 Donna Haraway also conceptualises the idea of the carrier-bag as a receptacle for 

storytelling. This storytelling practice requires, “putting unexpected partners and irreducible 

details into a frayed, porous carrier bag” (Haraway 2013: 189). Chessa Adsit-Morris 

extrapolates from this and, argues that it means we value stories in a more “ecological way, 

as a collection of stories of life, of everyday beings and doing” (Adsit-Morris 2017: 45). 

Therefore, I contend that the carrier bag as a form of storytelling privileges attentiveness to 

small moments that we choose to gather up and carry with us. This resonates well with my 

mobile cameraphone practice, and echoes Varda’s notion of the essayistic practice of 

‘gleaning’. When I think about what the concept of a “frayed, porous carrier bag” means for 

my research practice, I visualise my mobile cameraphone as a device that allows fragments 

from everyday life to easily be gleaned and placed in my metaphorical bag. I have become 

aware that the porousness allows that easy passing from life to my mobile cameraphone, onto 

my laptop, where I can work with the fragments to create my Korsakow-based film.  

  

         I have come to understand through my research practice that my film work also 

contends with Haraway’s idea of ‘grappling’, in which we “learn to be human by grappling 

with, rather than generalizing from the ordinary” (Haraway 2008: 3). This speaks to my 

everyday practice of attentive filming, of picking out specific moments that have potential 

resonance for me. I grapple with what it means to live intimately with animals of a different 

species, and to be thoroughly attentive to their needs. This attentiveness is a way of becoming 
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human. I have become strongly aware of this when Zelda was extremely ill, and I had to 

grapple with what that illness meant for her in the medium and long term. Was I right to keep 

her alive when she was miserable? Fortunately, she became well again, but this grappling 

was part of my everyday life, and continues to be so. 

 My ubiquitous cameraphone became a device to film with as I grappled with these 

dilemmas. It was also my frayed carrier bag, my kino-glaz, my notebook as I wrote with the 

screen, because its ubiquity and pervasiveness made it open and available to be thought about 

it in various metaphorical ways.   

 Using these concepts, and the practice which informs them, I film my dogs and reflect 

over the meaning of the footage I’ve recorded, and the ways in which I’m thinking, and 

writing, with the screen. In regard to the image, Roland Barthes wrote that “I observed that a 

photograph can be the object of three practices (or of three emotions, or of three intentions): 

to do, to undergo, to look” (Barthes 1980: 9). Traditionally, we could be the photographer, or 

have our photo taken, or look at the photograph. Mobile cameraphones collapsed these three 

categories into one. Now, we take on all three roles, and this affordance is a key change that 

has taken place in my practice as I move from traditional documentary making to filming 

with my mobile cameraphone.  

 The earliest camera phone footage utilised in the artefact is from approximately 2007. 

I would often film Agnes at that time, but very little of this footage has survived the various 

generations of technological change. However, I’m fortunate enough to have been able to 

include three pieces of footage shot with a Nokia from that time, which is used as part of my 

Korsakow-based film. Below is a screenshot from footage of Agnes playing with two friends, 

shot with my Nokia. 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.3: Still from ‘Aliens Among Us: a film about people and their dogs’ 
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What is striking, and in many ways, most valuable about this footage is the lo-res nature of it 

in which the image bleeds and blurs, almost falling apart as a representation of three dogs 

playing. It gives the footage an experimental aesthetic, placing it within a history of 

materialist filmmaking concerns, which Peter Gidal defines as film that;  

 

 attempts to be non-illusionist... The dialectic of the film is established in that space of 

 tension between materialist flatness, grain, light, movement, and the supposed reality 

 that is represented (Gidal 1976)  

 

This is also an example of the type of mobile cameraphone footage alluded to by Marsha 

Berry previously, in terms of work which that looks akin to Fauvism and Pointillism. This 

materialist tendency also offers up an irony to me; in this early footage we see Agnes as a 

young, energetic dog, and then as the image quality becomes sharper over the years, with the 

use of more sophisticated mobile cameraphones, we see her condition deteriorate as a she 

ages. This sharpening of the image of Agnes, indeed the virtual Agnes, and simultaneous 

deterioration of the physical Agnes is a poignant reminder of the process of ephemerality, 

ageing, and the brevity of a dog’s life.  

 However, the materialist nature of cameraphone filmed work has changed as the 

cameras now pack many more pixels into an image. My ten second clip of Agnes playing 

with her two friends is only 32 kilobytes of data. The equivalent length clip shot on my 

current iPhone Max+ is many megabytes in size. The images are sharp, and clear, but 

arguably there is something lost in this digital clarity in which no detail in the image escapes 

scrutiny.  

 These brief,  in terms of mobile cameraphone lineage, and ancient clips have caused 

me to investigate the concept of ‘aura’ in relation to my practice, and to the clips I’ve filmed 

on various models of mobile phones. My investigation of this complex term will be 

necessarily limited to the ways in which I’ve found it pertinent to my creative practice 

filming with a mobile cameraphone. 

  Jay David Bolter, Blair MacIntyre, Maribeth Gandy and Petra Schweitzer use the 

work of Walter Benjamin to define aura as “the personal and cultural significance that an 

object or a place holds for an individual or a group of viewers” (2006: 23). But, they also 

admit that the way in which Benjamin writes about aura is far more complex than this 
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definition. Both this article, and another by mobile cameraphone researcher and filmmaker, 

Patrick Kelly (2014) cite this quote from Benjamin as an explication of ‘aura’.  

  

A peculiar web of space and time: the unique manifestation of a distance, however near 
it may be.  To follow, while reclining on a summer’s noon, the outline of a mountain 
range on the horizon or a branch, which casts its shadow on the observer until the 
moment or the hour partakes of their presence – this is to breathe in the aura of these 
mountains, of this branch.  Today, people have as passionate an inclination to bring 
things close to themselves or even more to the masses, as to overcome uniqueness in 
every situation by reproducing it (Benjamin 1931: 20). 
  

Benjamin appears to be talking about the viewers’ relationship to nature, not art, here in 

which aura is generated by the relationship between the object and the viewer. Bolter et al. 

describes this as a “quality of distance-no-matter-how-near” (2006: 24) and argue that this 

quality is central to understanding Benjamin’s concept of aura, and applies it to what they 

call new media. They see it as an analogy which,  

 

 suggests that the closer we come to a work of art, the better we appreciate the distance 
 between ourselves and that work. The physical presence and uniqueness of a painting 
 or sculpture generate (ironically) distance and therefore aura (2006: 25). 
 

They argue that materialist films, which they define as films which illustrate their means of 

production, have aura, whereas films that they describe as ‘transparent’, such as traditional 

Hollywood films that use continuity editing, lack aura because of “the way in which 

continuity creates a here-and-nowness when we watch (the feeling of distance no matter how 

near)” (2006: 33). When I view my brief, glitchy, falling apart images, such as my footage of 

Agnes playing, I feel a nostalgia; the missing pixels give me a feeling of yearning in 

relationship to the images I’m looking at, which I think can be described as auratic. This is 

also tied to the notion of death for me. I have one brief clip that shows my parents, their dog 

Misty, and Agnes. All are dead now, so viewing these images provokes a feeling of 

melancholy, which I can describe as feeling near yet so far to these loved ones, and which I 

have discovered creates a notion of ‘aura’ in relationship to the way I view these images. 

 I compare this to the emotions I feel when I view footage of Agnes, shot on a sharp 

Apple iPhone. There is sadness with the knowledge of her death, but not the melancholic 

nostalgia I feel compared to viewing footage of her on an old Nokia. Alice A. Kuzniar talks 

about the melancholy she feels when she is gazing at her dogs, which are also whippets like 

mine. That gaze makes her aware of their “silence, untranslatability and detachment” which 



   62  

creates a relationship “both intimate and distant, and, because I want to be closer to them, I 

fall prey to a sweet melancholy” (Kuzniar 2006: 28). This quote that frames their relationship 

as something intimate, yet unknowable, echoes the concept of aura, in that it talks about a 

feeling of distance between two species, no matter how near we are to them, both physically 

and emotionally.  

 Moreover, Kuzniar’s concept of nearness yet farness has been central to way I think 

about my relationship to my dogs. It’s so intimate in terms of the amount and quality of time 

we spend together, and the effort I make to understand their needs and desires. Yet I do this 

with the knowledge that being a different species, they are fundamentally unknowable in 

many ways. Thus, my artefact is titled ‘Aliens Among Us’ to indicate the uncanniness of 

these relationships. Haraway calls these sorts of relationships “queer kin” (2008), which 

Affrica Taylor et al. describes as “significant relationships that exceed the bounds and 

categories of conventional biological kinship” (2013: 50). This rich description gestures 

towards the complex intimacy I feel towards my dogs. My dogs are not members of my 

biological family, yet they are family. My artefact strives to engage with the complexity of 

this relationship, both through my dogs, and through the work offered to me by the 

participants, in which they represent this relationships with their dogs.   

  

        Over several years I have filmed my two dogs using a variety of cameraphones, but I 

will now be concentrating on footage shot on an iPhone 7+ and an iPhone Max+. In the spirit 

of Varda’s work, I glean my footage, using these cameras, in a meandering, haphazard way to 

build a diary of my life with my dogs, which is invariably intertwined with my other 

quotidian activities. But, I use different technological means to record my life than Varda did. 

Means, however, that I think she would approve of, and which I could imagine her using in 

the future, if she were still alive.   

 Rascaroli defines the difference between the essay film, and relevant sub-genres of it 

in the following way:   

  

The commitment and the pact of the essay film can be summarised as follows: 
‘I, the author, am reflecting on a problem, and share my thoughts with you, the 
spectator’. In the diary, notebook, and self-portrait, instead, the textual commitments 
can be expressed as follows: ‘I am recording events that I have witnessed and 
impressions and emotions I have experienced (the diary); ‘I am taking notes of ideas, 
events, existents for future use’ (the notebook); I am making a representation of myself 
(the self-portrait) (Rascaroli 2014: 15–16).  
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I have discovered that my research connects all three categories of the diary, the notebook 

and the self-portrait, and that these three categories overlap in a way in which I can’t 

completely untangle. And in their entanglement, I am seeking a range of ways to reflect on a 

set of interconnected themes; audio-visual communication, human/animal relations, 

sociability and grief, so that I can share my thinking with the user/viewer of my artefact. 

 My Korsakow-based film functions as a diary in that I’m recording events, 

impressions and emotions, both small (taking my dog for a walk), and big (watching my dog 

die). At times, I record my emotions directly to camera. This has occurred during times of 

extreme stress, and are always about my dogs’ illnesses. It also functions as a diary of other 

peoples’ lives with their dogs, as they generously shared footage they had filmed at my 

request. Filming with my mobile cameraphone functions as a notebook, expressly in the way 

Frankham defines, i.e., as a way of writing with the screen, as I record events and emotions 

that I need to untangle and that I think may ultimately become part of my Korsakow-based 

film.  

 This film functions as portraiture, not just of myself, but also of Agnes and Zelda, 

because it’s their life events that have been recorded. My portrait is generally recorded in a 

more tangential manner, as though I’m looking at myself at a sideways angle in a mirror, so 

my reflection is a little off-kilter. Although this film is about my relations with my dogs, it’s 

the dogs being filmed, and my self-portrait is revealed usually by how I relate to what’s 

happening to my dogs, and how I film it. I’m usually the off-camera voice, the hand that 

sometimes sweeps in front of the lens, or the feet that that move back and forth into frame as 

I record our walks together. The exceptions to this are when I choose to talk directly to 

camera, and when other people film me, which happened occasionally. 

  I first started filming Agnes for this research in December 2016 with a recently 

purchased iPhone 7+. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, I also purchased the FilmicPro 

App which gave me some control over focus and aperture. What I chose to film, at least at 

first, was driven by curiosity, and a sense of play to see what would happen if I chose to film 

a certain event, or in a certain location. As Agnes was an elderly dog at the time, our life 

together was very quiet and routine. I filmed daily outings at a local café, and weekly outings 

at a local beach. I filmed her sleeping in my apartment, and at times wandering disconsolately 

around at sunset, when she tended towards confusion. I filmed us trotting around the 

suburban streets of St. Kilda. At Christmas, I filmed us visiting my family in Warrnambool, a 

small coastal country town.  
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 Here is one typical image from this period of filming. What interests me here in 

formal terms, is the quality of the muted light, the reflection of the sun, and Agnes’ shadow, 

in the shallows. When I review my footage, I notice that I often filmed shadows. There is 

something about their reflective ephemerality which intrigues me, and seemingly reflects the 

ephemerality of my fragmented film. That ephemerality is further emphasized by the way the 

shadows mix and mingle in the silverish light. This palette is combined with Agnes’ grey and 

white brindled coat, to create, an image that somehow captures the delicate, poised phase of 

Agnes' and my lives, both separate and entwined.   

 
Figure 2.4: Still from ‘Aliens Among Us: a film about people and their dogs’ 

 

I rarely spoke any direct address to camera in this diary based filming, although the camera 

phone recorded any conversation I happened to be having at the time. This kind of casual 

audio recording is an example of the way filming with a camera phone and creating an 

“evocative documentary” (Keep 2015), is different than a conventional professional set up. It 

didn’t seem to occur to whoever I was with to stop talking while I was filming, whereas if 

this filming had been perceived as being “professional” people would usually immediately 

cease talking as soon as they notice I’m filming. These casual conversations, sometimes 

about Agnes, other times on subjects as diverse as the French Presidential elections, or what 

we were having for dinner that night, or whether we had money with us to buy a coffee, have 

become part of the film, and of the recording of Agnes and mine daily life together.  

 During this filming, the mobile cameraphone was a handheld apparatus; something 

which raised several production issues. I noticed that no matter how steadily I held it, it 
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always moved, subtlety and gently, in rhythm to my body’s breathing. I have noted 

previously that one of the affordances of the camera phone is that it sits close to the body, 

ready to be used. Dean Keep argues that this is, in fact, one of the tendencies of the 

‘evocative documentary’ (2015).  

         This feeling of being connected directly to my camera isn’t one that I’ve experienced 

while working with other types of film and video cameras. Obviously, this feeling is in part 

due to its lightness. But, I think it’s also due to the ubiquity of cameraphones; the way in 

which we carry them everywhere in almost an unthinking way, and as an extension of our 

bodies. Kossoff has described the cameraphones as a “miniature machine at the end of an 

arm” (Kossoff 2014:37), and it, indeed feels as though the cameraphone functions as an 

extension of the body, and in being so creates an embodied mode of filming. The camera 

phone gently rises and falls in time with my breath, and in this way, I feel a strong connection 

between my body’s breath and the bodies of the dogs that I’m filming. I relate this connection 

back to Rascaroli’s contention that the essay film is always produced by an embodied ‘I’ and 

always speaks to an embodied ‘you’, rather than an amorphous audience; a contention that 

has become a key one for my research.  

 Another factor I noticed while doing this diary-based filming is that because I was 

only using the internal microphone, my breathing was also audibly recorded. Therefore, my 

breath becomes part of the film, tying my body to the subject matter, and further creating this 

embodied ‘I’ which is creating the film. This embodiment is a stark difference between the 

lo-fi, diary based process I’m using for the film, and my usual professional practice, in which 

I would be mortified to hear myself breathing on camera. In this practice, I see my embodied 

breathing as a direct connection to the embodied ‘you’ who will eventually be viewing my 

film, and see it as one of the pleasures and compelling features of this practice.  

  I have found that filming with a camera phone is categorically different than the 

typical professional standard documentary shoot with its complexities of finding the correct 

location, setting up, lighting etc. As I argued in Chapter One, “freedom, inquisitiveness, and 

spontaneity”, (Rascaroli 2017: 2) are three hallmarks of the essay film. The ability to carry a 

comparatively high-quality camera in your pocket, and to immediately start filming without 

preparation, on a whim, an instinct, or a desire, enables the above three essayistic tendencies 

to come strongly into play. To this list I would add a fourth hallmark, which is that of 

“embodiment”, which I see as an expression of the intimate nature of mobile cameraphone 

filmmaking.  
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A great deal of my diary based, quotidian footage is resolutely undramatic. The most 

dramatic incident which occurs is when a strange dog approaches Agnes, which she doesn’t 

like at all. Below is a still from this clip, which shows the image of our shadows and the 

approaching human and dog. 

 

Figure 2.5: Still from ‘Aliens Among Us: a film about people and their dogs’ 

  

This is one of the rare occasions when a self-contained clip follows a mini-narrative, with a 

beginning, middle and end, in that order. Agnes and I are walking along the street, she stops, 

and I realise that she’s worried about the approaching dog. The dog and her owner meet up 

with us, and we have a brief conversation. They depart, and I reassure Agnes before we 

continue our walk. I find this clip interesting to think about in relation to how I film my dogs, 

and what that says about my relationship with them, because you can see so many aspects of 

Agnes’ personality, and the way she engaged with her small world within this brief narrative. 

We see the hesitancy of an old dog not sure of the intentions of a younger, larger dog and my 

efforts to make this engagement easier for her. I’m also interested in my interaction with the 

dog’s owner, and the way it shows how walking with a dog causes many small, interactions 

with neighbours who would never bother addressing you if you’re by yourself. However, not 

many such incidents occur on our walks and the clips concentrate more on materialist 

concerns; the quality of the light, the shifting shadows, and the sound of Agnes’ claws 

clicking along the footpath.  
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 Because of Agnes’ age when I started filming, our walks together were gentle, 

meandering affairs. This changed after she died, and I acquired a new pup, Zelda. When 

Zelda became old enough to safely walk outside, we spent time at the local dog park, and 

being an extroverted pup, she quickly gloried in running and playing with the other dogs. 

This meant that what I filmed, and how I filmed, changed. Zelda’s play tended to be wild and 

chaotic, so I often tried to film this by keeping the camera low at her level, as can be seen by 

this screenshot. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.6: Still from personal mobile cameraphone footage 

 

Being a whippet, Zelda moved so quickly that it was often difficult to keep her speeding body 

in frame. Sometimes she was just a blur, caught for a moment before disappearing. During 

these times, I would be filming with the camera’s viewfinder at eye level, and with me 

standing up.  

 This changed in 2018 when my leg was broken, ironically enough, by a large dog 

hitting it at full speed while he was playing with Zelda. When I returned to the dog park after 

two months absence, I no longer held the camera up to my eye, but instead kept it at an arm’s 

lengths distance, so I could keep one eye on the dogs playing, and one eye on what I was 

actually filming. I found this split focus difficult and annoying as filmmaking practice. That 

feeling of embodiment that I valued in filming with my mobile phone was to some degree 

lost, because I felt more disconnected and distracted while I was filming. I found the footage 

I captured changed. I kept much more of a distance from the dogs for safety’s sake, and 
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consequently the images of dogs playing, and running were much smaller within the frame, 

and much less effective as film footage. After a few months, my confidence grew again, and I 

again started filming with my eye at the viewfinder. I think the quality of the footage is much 

more compelling because being closer to the dogs’ action makes the footage more vibrant 

and alive with their joyful, rough play. 

 As well as filming in a diary based way, I also filmed Zelda at various events such as 

attending a film screening in a dog friendly cinema, and the blessing of the animals for St. 

Francis’ Day at a church. Filming at these events set up a conundrum for me in terms of how 

to film. I desired to film conventionally well framed shots as I documented these events. The 

problem was that I only had one hand with which to film, while one hand was on Zelda’s 

lead. Often, she would also be pulling on that lead to head in a direction I didn’t want to go. 

She sometimes wanted to sit on my lap which further affected the types of shots I could 

obtain. It meant that I often filmed the back of her head, rather than her face because it was 

too awkward to place the camera in front of her. I came to accept that these were the 

limitations of my practice in this context. They wouldn’t be conventionally framed. Instead, I 

read this as another form of embodiment, one in which my body is physically connected to 

the dog’s body via her lead, and that the fact of this physical embodiment in part controlled 

what I was able to film. It also felt to me as though we were seeing the dog’s point of view of 

the scene, which seemed both appropriate and quite droll, given my research. 

 

Figure 2.7: Still from personal mobile cameraphone footage 

Another category of filmmaking which, has been part of my practice, are those occasions 

when other people have filmed my activities using a mobile cameraphone. This is a type of 

filming in which the three categories outlined by Barthes; the photographer, the 
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photographed, and the one who looks at the photos (1980:9), aren’t totally collapsed into one. 

In this way, this footage becomes an exception to the rule.  

 This has happened on three occasions; the first when I was painting a portrait of Zelda 

as part of an art class, and I asked one of the teachers to film my progress, the second when I 

was chatting to artists at a different café based art class, and the third when Zelda was entered 

in whippet races and one of my friends filmed us together as part of that activity, on her 

iPhone.  

 Obviously, I chose this mode of filming because it was impossible for me to paint, or 

handle Zelda in a race, while filming myself. This third-party filming gave me a more 

objective view about what was being filmed, because it was someone else’s practice, which 

made this content move away from the flow of my daily filming of my dogs and me. It 

became more of an event that was being filmed, rather than part of the daily flow of life. 

However, I felt that these clips were a significant part of the narrative. In the case of the 

footage of me painting a portrait of Zelda, I thought this was important and interesting 

because questions about the representation of dogs in art is embedded in my research; 

implicitly by the fact I am constantly filming dogs, and those images have meaning. This 

question of representation also became explicit in several ways. I filmed an interview with 

Andrew Foster, an artist who specializes in dog portraiture, and painted many images of 

Agnes, to answer questions about why he chooses to paint dogs. I also interviewed another 

artist Ros Winkler about why she chose to film her dog, Stirling, in portrait mode, which to 

me seemed an unusual choice. At the beginning of my research, I didn’t expect this issue of 

representation to become an explicit issue, but it has done so to such an extent that it is now a 

strong thread running through my Korsakow-based film.  

 The footage of Zelda racing is especially important because it became the resolution 

of my Korsakow-based film. The film travels from Zelda critically ill in hospital to recording 

her in full athletic glory, which feels like a satisfying narrative closure, both aesthetically and 

emotionally. The idea of ‘narrative’ in terms of the Korsakow-based film is a contentious 

one, and I shall be returning to this in Chapter Four. 

           Over the last three years of filming Agnes and Zelda, the issue of grief and death, and 

how to film these events and emotions, loomed large for me. When I began my research, it 

was clear to me that Agnes would die while I was in the midst of it because she was an 

already elderly dog. But, it was still a shock when in May 2017, Agnes became suddenly ill 
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and had to be euthanized due to late stage liver cancer. One of the issues for me at that time 

was how do I integrate her illness and death into my research? When do I choose to film, or 

not film? Ethically, how much do I show of Agnes’ illness and death?  

 I dealt with these questions not in a reflective or analytical way; rather, I was acting in 

the moment, because emotionally my energy was directed towards dealing with this illness 

and death. One of the ways I coped with this was by filming myself doing pieces directly to 

camera describing my emotions. This is a different form of diary based filmmaking than the 

form I wrote about above when filming the everyday life of my dogs and me. I used what 

could be understood as video selfies with direct address to camera, and no concern about 

framing or lighting, because I was too distressed while filming to care about these aesthetic 

factors. Looking back at this footage, the roughness and ugliness of the filming style, suits 

my emotions at the time. It would have felt somehow inauthentic to think carefully about 

how to film this situation, and to attempt to shape it into something aesthetically pleasing.  

 Roland Barthes wrote significantly in relationship to writing diary pieces about 

mourning his mother’s death: “In taking these notes, I'm trusting myself to the banality that is 

in me”. (2009: 17) The footage I filmed of myself mourning Agnes’ death seems banal to me, 

in the sense that it’s ordinary; the words I speak are what many others would speak, and I use 

recourse to cliché to describe my emotions. The images I capture owe nothing to any 

filmmaking skill, but simply reflect my sadness at the time. This banality of style suits the 

expression of mourning because this is a process everyone must go through, and in that sense, 

is nothing special, or extraordinary.  

 I also filmed Agnes in the act of dying. This presented both emotional and ethical 

dilemmas for me. I had the privilege to spend Agnes’ final afternoon with her at home. I very 

much wanted to be simply present for her that afternoon, and to be able to comfort her if she 

needed it. At the same time, I wanted to record her final afternoon, both because I wanted to 

keep a final memory of her, and because I thought it would be important for my essay film. 

Yet, I was worried that I would have a split consciousness, caught between being present for 

the moment, and observing the moment, and therefore would not be able to honour the 

moment. This is an example of an event for which I feel ambivalent about the ease and 

ubiquity of the cameraphone. It’s so easy to use, but at the same time felt like it could be a 

distraction from experiencing real life in this situation. In the end, I filmed three short 

segments of Agnes dying, and me speaking to camera about it. When I review this footage, 

I’m pleased I did so, even though viewing it is also distressing, because I feel the footage 

respects her death, and speaks to a long and well-loved life coming to its end  
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In April 2019, my young dog Zelda became suddenly and inexplicably ill one night. After a 

day of diagnostic testing from which no cause could be found, she underwent exploratory 

surgery. The outcome of this was that it was discovered that her small intestine had twisted 

around itself and cut off its blood supply, causing 80% of it to become necrotic and die. The 

only solution was to surgically remove the dead intestine. The veterinary surgeon could give 

no guarantee that Zelda would live through this surgery, and if she did live that she would 

survive more than couple of days afterwards, and if she did survive whether she would have a 

high quality of life. I gave permission for the surgery to go ahead, and it was successful. In 

the medium term, Zelda has survived and thrived, but it was extremely problematic, in that 

moment, that this would be the outcome.  

 Again, I faced the ethical dilemma about when and what to film. When I rushed Zelda 

to the emergency veterinary surgeon I was too busy to think about filming, as well as needing 

both hands free to manage her. When I heard about her prognosis, I responded by doing a 

selfie video, which echoed the type of videos I made when Agnes became ill. The difference 

in tone in my presentation was that when Agnes was ill I felt overwhelmingly sad, but when 

it happened to Zelda that sadness was mixed with anger, guilt and disbelief that this could 

happen to such a young dog.  

 Because Zelda spent a week in hospital, I was able to film her there, including the 

nurses’ interactions with her. This observational footage was composed more carefully 

because I had the time to think about what I was doing, and so it functions as a form of 

observational documentary. Filming these scenes, I found the everyday workings of a busy 

veterinary hospital fascinating to observe and record. Because people are so used to people 

having mobile phones in their hands, no-one was bothered by filming, and carried on their 

work regardless.  
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Figure 2.8: Still from personal mobile cameraphone footage 

 

When Zelda returned home after a week in hospital I attempted to film the various stages of 

her convalescence. This was a stressful and exhausting time for me because her recovery 

from such serious surgery wasn’t easy. Often, I didn’t have the energy or inclination to film 

her. But, there was another factor affecting my decisions about when to film. This was the 

fact that she was in terrible physical condition, and I felt it too intrusive and somehow 

humiliating for her to be revealed in that state. This feeling may be considered simple 

anthropomorphism. What does an animal care about how she looks to others? However, I still 

felt a disinclination to film her, and consequently there are only a few short clips of her 

during the first couple of weeks of her recovery.  

 On both of these stressful occasions, dealing first with death, and then with illness, 

Haraway’s concept of ‘becoming worldly with’ (2003), seems a useful template to grapple 

with these questions. This concept “... [r]equires us to think beyond our immediate human 

concerns and to engage with the challenge of learning how to live well together, with all the 

human and non-human others that make up the world” (Taylor et. al. 2013:56). This concept 

immediately suggests engagement with the ethical questions of when do we allow an animal 

in our care to live or die? When do we will film, or not film? I have no definitive answers to 

these questions, but the essayistic mode I’m working with demands I open them up for 

contemplation and discussion, rather than supply definitive answers. 

 Thereafter, my quotidian filming became a record of Zelda’s recovery while she 

gained weight and energy, until several months later I again started filming her everyday 

activities of walking, and playing in the park, and ultimately competing in whippet races. As 

I filmed her through these life stages, I became increasingly aware of the ways in which my 
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mobile cameraphone functioned as form of digital screenwriting, or cinécriture. Its mobility, 

flexibility, and ubiquity allowed me to record a stressful period in my life and meant that I 

could experience the cameraphone’s affordances as something akin to the utopian ideal of the 

camera-stylo, as I gleaned images and sounds for my essay film, or evocative documentary. I 

became aware, in other words, of how the mobile cameraphone helped me gather a carrier 

bag full of glimpses and gleanings.  In Chapter Three, I will be turning my analysis to the 

Korsakow film, to explore the affordances of this software. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

WEAVING FRAGMENTS TOGETHER: THE KORSAKOW-BASED FILM 

 

In this chapter, I will be examining the affordances of the Korsakow-based film, initially by 

analysing two films; ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’ (2010) by Matt Soar, and ‘Racing Home’  

(2014) by Philip Hoffman from an unfinished film by Marian McMahon. I chose these two 

films because they work in two different forms of filmic address. The former is a diary based 

documentary film, and the latter is more experimental in form. It was instructive for my 

creative research to watch and think about these two films and the different forms they took 

before embarking on my own production, because they suggested several different registers 

through which I could work when making my artefact. I shall be unpacking the production 

process of my artefact in Chapter Four. This chapter will also weave together the analyses in 

my preceding chapters in which I examined the essay film, looked at the Korsakow-based 

film as a version of the essay film, and then analysed filming with a mobile cameraphone as a 

way of creating an essay film.  

 Korsakow-based films are a form of interactive documentary, or i-doc, which Sandra 

Gaudenzi defines as: “Any project that starts with an intention to document the real and does 

so by using digital interactive technology can be considered an interactive documentary (i-

doc)” (Gaudenzi 2014: 282). However, the Korsakow-based film is a form with highly 

specific affordances which shapes its structure for both the maker, and the user/viewer. As 

noted in the Preface, Gaudenzi further identifies the Korsakow-based film as belonging to a 

category which she defines as one of “hitchhiking”, in which the user jumps from one piece 

of audio-visual data, (in this case a SNU), to another (Gaudenzi 2013: 93). 

 

        Paolo Favero is a writer whose work has great clarity when utilised as a ‘how to’ guide 

for the building of a Korsakow-based film.  He describes the work of hashtagging the various 

SNUs, and then making connections between those SNUs in the following way: 

 

For the image-maker, the first step in the process of editing with this software is to 
break the material down into small narrative units (SNUs). Secondly, he or she has to 
tag all selected video clips with keywords (once again following the principle that 
applies to image-based communication on Facebook, Instagram, etc.). These tags, 
constituting the potential entry and exit points of the clips, will be the instruments 
guiding viewers’ own potential associations and hence their construction of the 
narrative. It is through these tags that the software creates, on the basis of user 
selection, a sequence of scenes (Favero 2013:264).  
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As previously mentioned in the Preface, I decided to work with Korsakow to make my 

artefact because I was intrigued by the affordances of this hashtag based model, which was a 

new way of thinking to me, in specific relation to my industry-based documentary production 

work. I decided I would make a contribution to knowledge by combining working with this 

software, filming with a mobile cameraphone, and examining whether this work constituted a 

type of contemporary essay film. This also fulfilled my desire to make an artefact that wasn’t 

dependent on high production values, so necessitating a significant budget, which is a 

constraint I gave myself when conceptualising my research. 

 As noted above, I will begin this chapter by examining two different Korsakow-based 

films; ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’ (Matt Soar: 2010) and ‘Racing Home’ (Philip Hoffman from 

an unfinished film by Marian McMahon: 2014). I will do this to examine the affordances of 

the Korsakow-based film, before going on to write about how my artefact works as a form of 

these affordances.  

 ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’ was made by Matt Soar, and chronicles a sojourn he and his 

family took over six months in the small French village of Embres et Castlemaure. Soar is an 

intermedia artist who is a co-developer of Korsakow software, with Florian Thalhofer (Soar 

2013). He writes in relation to this work: 

 

Ceci N’est Pas Embres is not really a film about an outsider’s perspective on life in a 
very small village in southwest France. Nor is it about place, or culture, or language, 
or relationships. It’s actually a story about the pursuit of creativity and an attempt at 
self-reinvention. (Soar 2013) 

 

The film is structured by following his fragmented story through three seasons; winter, 

spring, and summer. It consists of about thirty SNUS (Small Narrative Units), and takes thirty 

to forty minutes to watch. Each seasonal section is joined to the next with what Soar 

describes as a “pinchpoint” (Soar 2013) At this specific point, the user/viewers’ choice is 

narrowed done to only one SNU, as we transition from one season to the next. 

 

          ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’ starts with a simple line drawing animation of a road. This 

leads to a main image made up of separate stills showing a bucolic countryside scene. 

Embedded within this main image is four thumbnails from which we can choose where to 

journey next. 
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Figure 3.1: Screenshot from ‘Ceci N’est Pas embres’ 

 

 From the start, the user/viewer is confronted by one of the basic organising principles of the 

Korsakow film; we’re given minimal information about what we’ll be experiencing when we 

click on one of the thumbnails; thus, we must trust the filmmaker, and simply choose. Anna 

Wiehl describes this choice, in which we lack almost all information about what we might 

see next, as a defining feature of the Korsakow-based film as distinct from other forms of 

interactive film. Wiehl writes: 

 

Still, it is exactly in the affective interval between perception, action, and reaction – 
the experiencing of one SNU of a Korsakow documentary and, after a moment of 
indeterminacy, choosing or rather tentatively exploring what might follow – that an 
infinitesimal moment of astonishment can happen (Wiehl 2016). 
 

It’s this ‘moment of astonishment’, and the implications that has for how we make films 

using Korsakow software, that I am particularly interested in exploring in this chapter, and in 

my own creative work. This specific moment also calls to mind Alexander Kluge’s notion of 

the “epiphany” or “invisible picture”, which is the gap between two images. (Kluge cited in 

Thomas 2017). Chapter One of this exegesis identifies this concept of the lateral montage as 

one which is useful in thinking both about the playful digressions, and the shifts in registers 

and styles typical of the essay film, and the Korsakow-based film. Wiehl’s “moment of 

astonishment”, then links it to the user/viewer as they make their choices which helps create 

the montage of the Korsakow-based film.  



   77  

 Korsakow software is also a form of what is often referred to as database films, or list 

based films. Database films use a list of elements; video, audio and stills that are “are 

selected from a large database to construct a potentially unlimited number of different films”. 

(Manovich & Kratky 2005: 4–5). Korsakow-based films fit into this definition, but they differ 

from other database forms because the choices we make, as both maker and user, are limited. 

The user isn’t dealing with a torrent of available internet based information, or choosing from 

a long list of links as might be expected in more open ‘choose your own adventure’ database 

films. Choices can only be made from the small and finite number of thumbnails offered to us 

at any one time.  

 As we make our choices in “Ceci N’est Pas Embres” from the available thumbnails, 

we find that Soar’s film is made up of small, intimate moments of daily life in a quiet, 

backwoods village. Visually, it’s structured by observational video footage and montages of 

still photos of the village. It also uses some charmingly simple 2D animation throughout. 

Anecdotes about village life are voiced all the way through the film. These anecdotes mainly 

come from Soar, but occasionally from other family members. They are usually about the 

difficulties of adapting to life in a tiny village, mixed with small victories. They give us 

expository information which settles the user/viewer into the narrative, so telling us where 

we’re situated in relation to the narrative. For instance, Soar tells a story about the two 

different schools his children attended; one which his son loved, the other which his daughter 

hated. This anecdote seems to be very relatable content for a certain demographic, with its 

concerns about education and whether the children will successfully integrate into this new 

village life. 

  

      The film can be viewed as a good-natured critique of the sea changer/tree changer 

narrative in which the bourgeois family move away from a big city to an idyllic small town, 

and find their true home after some, generally comic, struggle. There is also an artful 

playfulness at times, such as in a SNU that is made up of a mosaic of shuttered windows, that 

open to an audio mix of birds singing within a jazz soundtrack; music which is deployed 

often during the film. At times, we also eavesdrop on family conversations, as they discuss 

their lives. 

 The overall affect is of an intimate, handcrafted artefact. It has a similar effect as 

sitting down with a friend over a coffee as they regale you with amusing tales of their 

overseas travels. Soar has written that this seems to be one of the key affordances of the 

Korsakow film: 



   78  

 

Surveying films made with Korsakow, including our own, our collaborators’, and our 
students’, reveals that the majority are documentary- oriented, typically small scale, 
observational, character driven, even meditative. Korsakow films require attention 
(Soar 2014: 160). 
 

I think this is because the fragmented nature of the films works against grand, sweeping 

narratives that make overarching statements about the world and our place in it. Soar does 

have an identifiably traditional narrative for his film, with a beginning, middle and an end. 

The three-season structure even aligns it to an extent with the traditional dramatic three-act 

structure. It also has an inciting dramatic question which launches the film; will the family’s 

stay in the town be successful? This question is tentatively answered by the end; the family 

was happy to go home, but there are aspects of living in the town they miss. But, within this 

somewhat conventional structure, the user/viewer experiences no grand dramatic moves, no 

gasp inducing events, just quiet, sometimes humorous moments of doubt, melancholy, and 

pleasure.  

  

The first ‘pinchpoint’ we come to is Soar talking about their initial impression of the tiny 

village, which is a negative one. Soar ponders the family choice to relocate, as we see footage 

of the village. As noted above, these ‘to-camera’ pieces set up the drama of the story. Will 

their sojourn be an unmitigated disaster, or will something positive come out of it? They also 

help guide the user/viewer through the available database by giving what I think of as 

narrative handholds to help us understand the story, as we negotiate our way through all the 

various SNUs.  

 This leads to one of the central conundrums of Korsakow-based filmmaking. How do 

we devise a narrative line through our story knowing that there are multiple forms the story 

will take, and that the user/viewer won’t necessarily see every SNU, and therefore experience 

the film in totality? Does this mean that we need to think about story in a radically different 

way than in linear filmmaking? Or, is it a medium totally unsuited to the idea of storytelling? 

 

        Paolo Favero refers to films as being made up of “a sequence of scenes” (2013:264). 

This is an adequate description as far as it goes, but I want to think about how these 

sequences actually work to create some sort of whole, albeit a fragmented one. 

 Florian Thalhofer, who is co-developer of the software, talks about Korsakow in 

utopian terms, and links it to a radically different way of engaging with the world. As noted 
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in Chapter One, Thalhofer describes the affordances of the software in an interview with 

Gulden Tumer, as being “closer to reality” than linear narratives which he argues “have the 

disadvantage that they are always wrong” (Thalhofer cited in Tumer 2017). Furthermore, he 

argues that being closer to reality is crucial in these times when we’re threatened by climate 

change and nuclear extinction (Thalhofer cited in Tumer 2017).  

 Thalhofer further argues that Korsakow creates a different way of thinking about the 

world, and that non-linear thinking is an essential skill that we need to learn: 

 

Using Korsakow is an exercise that teaches a different way of understanding and 
thinking. It is different from the linear way that we practice so much with linear 
narrations. Humans are developing increasingly complex societies, and this is only 
possible with better and better skills to understand multiple perspectives. Korsakow is 
a tool that trains those skills. I am convinced that Korsakow is a tool that are needed 
to imagine an advanced reality. We need to see this future first in our imagination, 
before we can go there, before we can make it our shared reality (Thalhofer, Aston & 
Odorico 2018: 109). 

 

These grand claims seem to contrast with Soar’s idea that the software is most effective when 

telling stories that are “typically small scale, observational, character driven, even 

meditative” (Soar 2014: 160). These are stories in a minor key. It’s difficult to see at first 

glance at how they might offer a radically different way of talking about, and engaging with 

the world, and all its pressing problems, and issues. 

 Other small scale, intimate films made using Korsakow include Hannah Brasier’s list-

based work which focusses on small changes in the natural world, such as ‘Sunny, Rainy, 

Foggy’ (2016). In her website, Brasier writes that the film engages with essay filmmaker 

Joris Iven’s work, and “draws attention to individual moments of noticing and realises 

multiple connections between the stuff of the world” (Brasier n.d.) Another of her list-based 

works is ‘Sometimes I See Palm Trees (2016–ongoing), which “brings together sequences of 

moments of noticing gathered through various wanderings” (Brasier n.d.) 

 Although these descriptions don’t seem to cohere with the radical rethinking that 

Thalhofer gestures to, the act of realising “multiple connections between the stuff of the 

world” (Brasier n.d.), can be seen as a quiet way of rethinking our connection to the world 

and the way we engage with it, so helping us to better understand the complex society we’re 

living in and the profusion of viewpoints that need to be presented and credited in order to 

grasp the multifarious qualities or valencies of experience lived within such complexity.    
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 Brasier’s description of her work also dovetails with Thalhofer’s argument that; “In 

Korsakow, people are not forced to walk the only available path that the author of a story 

created for them. This is because in Korsakow authors don’t create paths; instead, they create 

connections” (Thalhofer, Aston & Odorico 2018: 109). 

 This concrete image of connection making also reflects back onto the concept of the 

‘digital wayfarer’. As I’m wayfaring with my dogs, I’m creating connections through my 

neighbourhood, as my real and digital life weaves together. My dogs are also connecting with 

their neighbourhood, in their own olfactory way, as they wander, stop and sniff. The content I 

film is then turned into a Korsakow-based film which creates another layer of connections.  

 Thalhofer’s own creative work includes ‘Planet Galata’ (2017), which is an 

observational film about the Galata Bridge in Istanbul, and the people who use the bridge as a 

central part of their life, and ‘The Love Story Project’ (2002– ongoing), which is an interview 

based survey film in which people talk intimately about love. Neither of these Korsakow-

based projects tackle grand narratives, or major political problems. They focus, instead, on 

small, intimate stories about the varying ways people live and love; therefore, helping to 

confirm Soar’s theory that this is what Korsakow-based films are best at.  

 It’s also noticeable that two of these films, ‘Sometimes I See Palm Trees’, and ‘The 

Love Story Project’ have open-ended completion dates. This points to one of the chief 

affordances of the Korsakow form. The films aren’t necessarily ever completed because the 

filmmaker can keep adding more data to a database film. It’s a form which means the film 

can constantly evolve, and be updated which makes it distinctly different to linear 

filmmaking. Arguably, this capacity of constant change and disruption is another way in 

which Korsakow-based films, and the type of thinking that they entail is nearer to the way the 

world, and our lives work.  

 However, Adrian Miles brings a different perspective to the Korsakow form, and 

provides a way to bring together these two differing claims i.e., a radical way to talk about 

major world problems, versus an intimate form best suited to small, personal moments. Miles 

argues that the Korsakow-based film is a form of the “sketch” and contrasts that with films 

that he describes “monumental” in form (Miles 2018: 10). 

 

Miles defines this monumentality in the following way: 

 

Monumental media is the sort of media that is careful to maintain professional or 
broadcast standards, is protective of industry conventions, and seeks to maximise its 
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audience. Its hallmarks are craft expertise emphasised through the industrial 
application of technical specialisation, equipment, and distribution channels (Miles 
2018: 10). 

 

In fact, this description perfectly coincides with my industry based work. In researching my 

Korsakow-based work, I don’t seek to reject that work, and I know that I will continue to 

work in that vein in the future. However, I see this research as an opportunity to step outside 

that model, work in a different sort of way, both creatively and intellectually, and make a 

contribution to knowledge in this way by showing how the Korsakow-based film is a form of 

the essay film.   

 Miles aligns his idea of the “sketch” to the essayistic tradition and names key essay 

filmmakers such as Jean Rouch, Agnes Varda and Chris Marker, who fall into a counter 

tradition to monumentality (Miles 2018:10). It’s also important to note that for Miles this 

differentiation between the documentary and the essay is not clear cut. He writes, 

“[d]ocumentary has its own counter-traditions and practices that often fall outside of this 

monumentality, making it a point of honour to use minimal crews and lightweight equipment 

to make work with sketchlike qualities” (Miles 2018:10). 

 In Chapter One, I noted that one of the key tendencies of the essay film is its in-

betweenness. “The term essay is used because it signifies a composition that is in between 

categories and as such is transgressive, digressive, playful, contradictory, and political.” 

(Alter 2002: 7–8). Furthermore, Paul Arthur writes that “...one way to think about the essay 

film is as a meeting ground for documentary, avant-garde and art film impulses” (Arthur 

2003: 169). 

 These tendencies of in-betweenness, digression, openness, and playfulness also 

belong to the Korsakow-based film, which moves easily between different modes, and is 

never locked into one clear story that can be watched from beginning to end. This in-

betweenness is literalised by the layout on the browser when the user/viewer experiences a 

Korsakow film. By this I mean, there is a number of thumbnails that are laid out spatially, 

and which the user/viewer hovers in-between before they make their choice about what to 

watch next.  

 I also find it fruitful to think about Miles’ idea of the ‘sketch’ (Miles 2018:10) in 

terms of Varda’s practice of cinecriture, and Frankham’s practice of writing with the screen, 

as discussed in Chapter Two. In both these cases, writing with the screen can be seen as a 

way of sketching ideas by picking up a small, handheld camera, or in my case a mobile 



   82  

cameraphone, and using it to sketch ideas, think about them, work with them using editing 

software, and then, again in my case, create a Korsakow film using these sketches.  

 There’s a lightness and a casualness to this idea which I’ve found a compelling way to 

work during my research. Or as Miles writes, “Small things are easier to place next to other 

small things, particularly when they are never fixed in place."” (Miles 2018:10). 

This idea of the sketch also loops back to Astruc’s idea of the ‘camera-stylo’, which like 

Thalhofer’s characterisation of the Korsakow-based film, is a utopian one, tied to notions of a 

way of thinking about the world and expressing those thoughts with the same ease and 

freedom as writing, or drawing, with a pencil (Astruc 1948).   

 

When I look at, and think about, the mobilephone based films that friends sent me as part of 

the participative element of my research, similar qualities can be conceptualized as a ‘sketch’. 

In one example, Ros Winkler filmed fifteen to twenty second clips of her relationship with 

her dog Stirling. These included going for a walk, Stirling waiting to be fed, or watching Ros 

as she painted. She chats to Stirling as she works, and sometimes narrates to camera what 

she’s doing. These brief artefacts have the lightness and casualness of rapidly drawn 

sketches, rather than complete portraits. There’s a looseness, yet a vividness to the work that 

could only be achieved by working with a mobile cameraphone. 

 Christina Heristinidis is another friend, and documentary maker, who sent me work 

describing her relationship with her dog, Lulu. This work was also made up of brief scenes of 

Christina’s family’s quotidian activities. However, she edited these brief sketches together to 

make a complete short film. The lightness of touch, the small moments observed, made 

possible by use of a mobile cameraphone, make this film feel like a sketch, as though it was 

work done as part of everyday life, not as an industrial process.  

 Miles summarises this idea of the sketch in a way that pulls together the idea of the 

“digital tool”, which in the case of my research is the mobile cameraphone, and networked 

media, such as the Korsakow film, in the following way:  

 

These digital tools and networks allow these qualities and practices to emerge and 
how the works described here are made up of ambient, small observations, what 
might be considered almost asides, allows for a post-monumental nonfiction media to 
emerge (Miles 2018:11). 
 

I think that the small-scale intimacy of the Korsakow-based film, which privileges a lightness 

of touch, a willingness to notice small moments and connect those moments together, is one 
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way to think about how to engage with the world in the radical way Thalhofer suggests. It’s a 

methodology of storytelling, and filmmaking that seeks to make connections that map the 

mess of life, and therefore seeks to be more truthful to, and illuminating of, the way life 

actually works. In this way, it also connects with Le Guin’s carrier bag theory of fiction, and 

Haraway’s porous, frayed bag as described in Chapter Two. We can place bits and pieces of 

our messy lives in the carrier bag that constitutes a Korsakow film, and find different and 

everchanging ways to ignite connections and pathways between its disparate parts. In this 

way it also reminds me of the work of the ‘digital wayfarer’ in that it is another way of 

weaving together pathways  as both the maker and the user/viewer travels hither and thither 

through a Korsakow film, making and remaking as we go.  

 Returning to Soar’s film, I will now examine some other affordances of the Korsakow 

film. On his website, Soar further describes how he structured his film, and shows us how he 

worked through that structure by using Post-It notes. 

 

 
 

Figure 3.2: Screenshot from the website for ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’ 

 

He writes: 

I organized my SNUs into three seasons: Winter, Spring, and Summer. During the 
assembly of the film, I identified each of the three seasons we were living in the 
village with a particular orientation or theme, respectively: Early Impressions; 
Negotiations/Discoveries; and, Settled/Reflective...  (An additional level of nuance 
was added by sorting all the SNUs into ‘up’ (positive, lively, funny) SNUs and 
‘down’ SNUs (contemplative, reflective, negative), and then ensuring that, to the 
extent possible, ‘up’ SNUs would be followed by ‘down’ SNUs, and vice versa.)” 
(Soar 2013) 

w,~ 
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One of the issues that I find almost contradictory to the spirit of designing a Korsakow-based 

film is that these structuring rules seem to be binary i.e., he is choosing between two themes, 

that swing between a positive and negative.  

       While watching his film, I certainly wasn’t aware of these binary choices, and even when 

rewatching with this in mind these structuring tropes weren’t clear to me. This points to one 

of the issues pertaining to watching a Korsakow-based film; the software never allows you to 

move backwards in time. There is a relentless forward movement that means reviewing and 

thinking about what you’ve seen is difficult to do. You can’t move back to one specific SNU 

when you want to, and because none of the structuring keywords are visible, the user/viewer 

can get lost in the fragmented narrative. We can’t see the same Korsakow film twice, and we 

may not see all the film even after several viewings. 

      Miles points out that a crucial imperative of the Korsakow-based film is that when you’re 

viewing it, there is always a ‘virtual’ film embedded in the narrative, as well as the ‘real’ film 

that the user viewer experiences.  He writes: 

 

The virtual is the set of all possible futures that are available for something at a given 
instant, while the actual are those that actually come to be. The virtual and the actual 
are each real, though only those that are realised become actual (Miles 2014: 71).  
 

Furthermore, Miles observes, that in the ‘database’ model “this virtuality (which remember is 

real) is maintained after completion and so remains available in the work for the viewer as 

they then actualize these virtualities” (Miles 2014: 72). 

       I think of this virtuality as being like a ‘ghost film’. The multiple films which may be 

there, available to the viewer but are never actually seen, haunt the process of using/viewing. 

Again, this is the challenge that Thalhofer presents to us. The user/viewer has to be content, 

or even excited about the presence of these ‘ghost films’, and the maker has to learn how to 

keyword the SNUs in such a way that the user/viewer can experience the film in multiple 

ways that satisfy the maker’s creative desires, while reconciling themselves that every 

experience of their film will be different.  

Because the user/viewer has to watch a Korsakow-based film differently than a linear 

film, there are certain strategies that can be put in place to encourage them to persevere with 

the newness of this form. One of the strategies Soar uses is that he allows each SNU to play 
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through almost completely before the next available thumbnails fade up. This means that the 

‘stickiness’ of each SNU is increased because we can’t choose to jump to another one too 

early. This particular type of temporal experience encourages patience in the user/viewer; a 

quality that I think database films work against because it’s commonplace to feel that one can 

simply jump to the next piece of data, instead of waiting for a SNU to play until its end.  

 Another strategy is that Soar uses a small, white dot under each SNU as it plays, 

which moves forward with the SNU, so we can see how long it will be until it plays out. This 

seems like a canny psychological move to me because I think viewers are used to knowing 

how long a piece of content is, and may feel frustrated if they don’t know. Again, it 

encourages the user/viewer to experience each SNU in full before making a choice to move 

to another SNU.  

 Various visual metaphors have been used to think about the Korsakow-based film. 

Miles uses the metaphor of the sugar cube, or the geodesic dome in which every facet of the 

story fits snugly with another facet, to create a coherent whole (Miles 2014: 74). I question 

whether the neatness of these metaphors actually describe the structure of the Korsakow film 

because I think this form is looser and untidier than these metaphors give it credit for. The 

facets, if we choose to think about SNUs in this way, don’t all fit together neatly, but rather 

can be ragged and baggy. As well, the always unseen virtuality of the Korsakowian structure 

works against the neatness of these metaphors. 

 However, the metaphor I have found most useful for conceptualizing my artefact, is 

that of ‘clouds’. Franziska Weidle writes in relation to students making work with Korsakow 

software for the first time that “[T]hinking in clouds made Korsakow more manageable 

because it offered a middle ground between absolute randomness and on the one hand and 

linear sequentiality on the other” (Weidle 2020: 107). She describes how this 

conceptualisation of their work was a way “to think through the shifting contours of clouds” 

(Weidle 2020: 15, emphasis in original). This image brings to mind the possibilities of the 

organic shapeshifting of the images and sounds I was working with, as I wove them together, 

through my knowledge quest. This seems to me a more fruitful metaphor to work with than 

the more rigid ones of the geodesic dome, or the sugar cube, because Korsakow software 

seems to call for a more pliable, and somewhat softer attitude to working with, rather than a 

more rigid idea of fitting all the SNUs together. The image of ‘weaving’ that comes 

constantly to my mind also reminds me of the image of carrier bag, and all that implies. I 

note that clouds can be a similar shape to a bag.  
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 In thinking about the structure of Soar’s film, another metaphor comes to my mind; 

that of a human spine, with ribs hanging off to the side. The spine is made up of the seasonal 

structure, with the ribs being all the SNUs that don’t fit neatly along this pathway. I don’t 

think this metaphor is a perfect one either and I suspect the ‘baggy’ nature of the Korsakow-

based film means that it actively works against neat metaphors. Like Le Guin’s metaphor of 

the ‘carrier bag theory of fiction’ I used in Chapter Two, the Korsakow film is another messy 

way to tell a story, that actively works against the linear three act structure, that Thalhofer 

insists is an inadequate way to engage with the world today. As noted in Chapter Two, Le 

Guin uses the ‘carrier bag theory’ as a gendered contrast to the theory of narrative. She 

visualizes stories as artefacts that can be found by rummaging through a woman’s bag, and 

used to create a messier, less streamlined form of story, which she sees as inherently male. 

One way to visualise the Korsakow-based film is of a bag full of stories from which we reach 

into to choose, not knowing what our choice will result in. All of these metaphors (geodesic 

dome, sugar cube, carrier bag, clouds), were highly useful as I researched my linked 

questions and reminded me that the richness of the available metaphors indicate a 

concomitant richness adhering in the Korsakow software.  

 

The other Korsakow-based film I will now analyse is ‘Racing Home’ (2014). This was made 

by the experimental filmmaker Phil Hoffman, produced from an unfinished film made by his 

late partner, Marian MacMahon. I want to discuss this film here because it offers a different 

mode of address than ‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’, which I found useful when thinking about the 

production of my own artefact.  

 When McMahon died, she left behind a large and disparate personal archive made up 

of Super 8 and 16mm film, still photos and other diverse artefacts. Her partner, Hoffman 

couldn’t find a way to squeeze this material into a coherent linear film, but eventually found 

that Korsakow software was a suitable way to work with this archive for two reasons: “the 

first is the possibility of not only juxtaposing objective and subjective perspectives and 

oscillating between them, but also of entangling them. The second is that Korsakow frees the 

author from the pressure to create a documentary narrative” (Wiehl 2018: 34). 

 This entanglement which is a feature of the Korsakow-based film is something I want 

to examine in this section of the chapter, especially in the relationship to the essay film.  As a 

springboard for my own analysis, I shall be using Anna Wiehl’s journal article in which she 

analyses ‘Racing Home’. 
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The opening SNU of ‘Racing Home’ consists of footage of a woman walking through the 

pillars of a large monument which appears to be some sort of temple. 

 

 
Figure 3.3: Screenshot from ‘Racing Home’ 

 

While this walk is occurring, we hear the swooshing of white noise and read the following 

text, also cited by Wiehl (2018), as crucial to the understanding of the film: 

 

In this film, I begin with my own experience, my own ethnicity and racial 
background. In doing so, I return to my hometown Windsor, Ontario to see how this 
landscape, this location has worked to produce a ‘raced’ identity.  

 
I was especially interested in examining how I was living this past. What if geography 
is a wound but equally a place we call home? 

 
I wanted to know how I had been taught to see myself as white, what were the 
specific dimensions of this identity and how were they shaped in this specific 
landscape – a bordertown facing a large US city and separated by a river.  

 
To get caught up in histories which we are largely unaware is inevitable. Yet we have 
a historical responsibility – the past shapes us in ways that are still with us. 

 

This written text sets the film up as an oscillation between the personal; McMahon’s personal 

history as a white Canadian, and the political; how her racialized identity is part of the larger 

historical identity of Canada.  

 The mysterious nature of the image this text plays under hints to us that the film will 

not offer us a straightforward historical dissection of these issues, but rather makes us suspect 
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that the film will hover between documentary, experimentation, and visual arts. This 

hovering between genres is one of the key tendencies of the essay film as pointed out by Paul 

Arthur, as quoted earlier in this chapter (Arthur 2003: 169). 

 After this opening, another SNU then fades up; an image of a domestic room, filmed 

in greenish tones with shadows moving slowly, and a view from the room looking outside 

through a window.  

 

 
Figure 3.4: Screenshot from ‘Racing Home’ 

This cuts to a montage of a hand holding various domestic objects, which seem imbued with 

meaning. This sequence uses match cuts to create repetition; a common trope of the 

experimental film. Over this SNU we hear a male voiceover, presumably that of Phil 

Hoffman. He says: 

 

“These words were written by Marian McMahon two years before her untimely 

passing from cancer. As her partner of thirteen years I tried to finish ‘Racing Home’, 

but was not able to complete the project... The stories she had accumulated formed a 

vast sea of sounds and images, relationships and ideas that I could not consolidate into 

a unified frame. Seventeen years later, through the advent of database filmmaking, I 

returned to our archive to discover its meanings.   

 

The next SNU that fades up is of a view from a window of a city landscape with palm trees. 

A woman’s voice is heard through lo-fi, hissing audio: “I dreamt that we had decided to go 

back to Canada... Mostly I remember walking through the snow with you”.  
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Figure 3.5: Screenshot from ‘Racing Home’ 

 

From this description, we can see that ‘Racing Home’ opens in a linear way, giving us three 

SNUs in a row, without any other choices. It does so to set up its themes and issues, which 

are a woman examining ideas of race, identity, and whiteness, and her partner struggling with 

grief and memory, and finding a creative process which gives due to respect to her work. The 

film oscillates between these two perspectives, and between the personal and the political, 

and in doing so creates an entanglement between these states. 

 

        Anna Wiehl uses the concept of “plurivocality” to think about the Korsakow-based film 

(Wiehl 2018). Wiehl points out that four different kinds of material are used in ‘Racing 

Home’. These are “archival footage from old newsreels, amateur family video, and material 

she and Phil shot on different occasions and in different places”, and the reflective, first-

person material Hoffman shot after McMahon’s death. These differing modes create a 

“polyphony of different voices”, which intertwine and entangle in complex ways (Wiehl 

2018: 37). In this case polyphony, or plurivocality doesn’t mean different individuals 

speaking, but different modes of essayistic address being used to create the film. Wiehl 

argues that the plurivocal material in a Korsakow film work as “combinatory engines” which 

“open a field of perspectives” rather than a linear story (Wiehl 2018: 38). This complex 

interweaving of material has obvious congruencies with the digressive, playful nature of the 

essay film, which also tends to work to give the viewer a field of perspectives, whether it be 

Chris Marker’s droll complexity in ‘Letter from Siberia’ (1958), or the personal and political 

lenses through which Agnes Varda views the world in ‘The Gleaners and I’ (2000).   
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 Wiehl places the interactive film squarely in the realm of the essay film due to what 

she sees as their shared value of “embodiment”, a tendency of the essay film argued for by 

Laura Rascaroli (2008: 29). Wiehl cites Rascaroli in writing that: 

 

In interactive documentary, the always already implied ‘You’ of the first person “I” of 
the documentary author resonates through the voice and direct address of the user-
interactor: “You” is called upon to participate and share the enunciator’s reflections 
”— and this “you” is not a generic audience, but an embodied spectator (Rascaroli 
cited in Wiehl: 2018, 41).  
 

What is important in the formulation of this relationship between the maker and the 

user/viewer is that the process of “embodiment” functions as a two-way tendency. The 

embodied “you” creates the Korsakow film by their active choices as they negotiate their way 

through the algorithm. There is a creative tension between the “you” and the “I”; almost as 

though there is a buzzing line of electricity running between the two, as the film is constantly 

created, and recreated through this dynamic relationship.  

 Returning to ‘Racing Home’; after the series of three, linear SNUs, we are given a 

choice between three SNUs. The first time I watched this film, I chose a SNU which 

consisted of a tracking shot of a railway line from the point of view of the person walking 

along the tracks, and a voiceover which is revealed to be McMahon reading an archival 

advertisement for a slave who has run away, presumably from sometime and somewhere, in 

nineteenth century North America.  

 This SNU causes the user/viewer to shift from the personal diary style of Hoffman 

and McMahon talking in the first three SNUs, to the overt political themes of race, and 

postcolonialism in North America. It’s an oscillation that continues throughout the film. For 

instance, there is a SNU that consists of archival news footage of a workers’ strike in Ontario, 

and another that consists of footage of race riots in Detroit in 1967. Over this last one we hear 

McMahon’s voice telling us; “they said it was because it was so hot”, and “images of the 

violence flooded across the river hourly”. The film is often concerned with narratives of 

subjugation and resistance, both personal and political, and constantly entangles the two. We 

see home movie footage of what seems to be a family party and we hear McMahon’s voice 

telling us; “when I’m confronted by authority, I always see my father and react as if I was as 

helpless as if I was a child”. 
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The meaning of Canadian identity, and the difference between that and USA identity, is also 

explored throughout the film. We see a shiny, red car spinning round and hear that; “We were 

Canadian, and they weren’t. We always knew who we were because they were there to tell 

us. In Windsor our identity was asserted loudly - the gateway to Canada”. We see footage of 

some sort of celebration featuring the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, with a bagpipe band 

playing, which work to create an “official” view of what Canadian identity might be. 

 The way in which the issue of Canadian identity is handled through the film gives an 

insight into the indeterminacy, and elliptical nature of the essay film. Windsor is a small city 

that has historically been reliant on the USA automobile industry in economic terms. People 

from Windsor travelled the short distance to Detroit every day to work in the automobile 

factories. This history is alluded to regularly in ‘Racing Home’ both through imagery and 

voiceover. But, the basic facts of that issue aren’t laid out in an expository manner the way a 

documentary might do. Instead, the user/viewer has to work out what the meanings of the 

images and voices might be. This essayistic style works well for the Korsakow-based film 

which is similarly reliant on ellipses, fragments, and disparate connections.  

 Sometimes the voiceover in ‘Racing Home’ seems to be directed outwards to a 

listener as we’re given facts about Canadian identity. Other times, the voiceover feels 

dreamy, private, and intimate. For instance, one SNU consists of a flapping cloth, with the 

sun behind it, and we hear a fragmented story from McMahon about being on the beach, with 

Hoffman in Venice, California.  

 The film continues to weave its way through its plurivocal, oscillating narrative, until 

we reach the final SNU.  

 

 
Figure 3.6: Screenshot from ‘Racing Home’ 
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As can be seen in Figure 3.6 above, the final SNU is a montage of domestic interiors, shot in 

black and white. The only audio is the sound of a whirring projector. There is a gap in these 

images, where a person could belong, but the interiors are empty except for objects. Then, the 

film simply and suddenly ends. This strategy invokes the feeling of mortality, and relies on 

our knowledge, given to us at the start of the film, that McMahon has died.  

 

‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’, and ‘Racing Home’ are films that function in very different ways, 

even though they are both about ideas of place and home. The former feels like a gentle, 

observational film about a family’s overseas sojourn in a temporary home, whereas the latter 

is more rigorously political and experimental in its mode of address. ‘Racing Home’ also 

dealing with feelings of sadness and grief, whereas Matt Soar’s speaking position in ‘Ceci 

N’est Pas Embres’ is more one of bemusement, with a slight tinge of nostalgia for their 

French home. 

 With both films discussed within this chapter, Korsakow can be understood as a 

digital tool which has been used to organize a series of sequences, as argued by Favero 

(2013:264). Soar argues Korsakow is a tool that makes us think about story and character 

differently than when we’re working with linear tools. He posits:  

 

For those of us who are used to thinking about stories and storytelling in terms of 
linear arcs with beginnings, middles, and ends (i.e. most of us, most of the time), 
planning out a nonlinear film can be a challenge, at least initially. This relatively 
novel media form obliges storytellers to let go of some very ingrained patterns of 
creative expression; to think less in terms of, for example, a main character (fictional 
or ‘real’) who faces some kind of challenge, or even a sequence of ‘forks in the road’ 
(cf Choose Your Own Adventure stories), and more as a set of inter-related 
observations, encounters or story fragments (Soar 2013). 

 

However, Wiehl, like Miles and Thalhofer, argues that Korsakow is something other, and 

more than simply a tool. She argues that: 

 

‘Toolness’ in Korsakow goes beyond a functional dimension of merely being an 
editing software. Rather, it can be seen as a “tool for thought” for the documentary 
authors as well as for the user-interactor. Consequently, it qualifies as a methodology 
of working with and thinking through audiovisual material in interactive 
configurations rather than simply providing an editing device or delivery platform 
(Wiehl 2018: 41). 
 



   93  

With these theoretical tools ready for me to use, I now want to look at how they can be 

applied to my own Korsakow-based film; “Aliens Among Us”, which shall be the focus of 

Chapter Four. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

ALIENS AMONG US: THE EXPERIENCE OF MAKING A KORSAKOW-BASED 

FILM 

 

In this chapter, I will be taking the theoretical knowledge gained through my research on the 

essay film, filmmaking with a mobile cameraphone, the affordances of Korsakow-based film 

and applying this knowledge to my experience of making a Korsakow-based film as a 

creative practitioner. I will also be exploring the additional theoretical knowledge that I 

accumulated during the making of my artefact, such as the meaning of “story” and 

“narrative”, and how these concepts can be applied to the Korsakow-based film. I do this by 

leading the reader through a detailed retelling of how I made my artefact; the decisions I 

needed to make along the way, why I made those decisions and also made discoveries in 

relation to my quest for knowledge, and the knowledge I gained from this process. 

 

        As noted in the previous chapter Adrian Miles is a writer and academic who has 

influenced me, and other Korsakow-based filmmakers and I want to start this chapter by 

further exploring one of his main ideas about the affordances of the Korsakow-based film. 

Miles describes the work of the non-linear documentary as “computational non-fiction” 

(Miles 2016). He writes, in relation to Alisa Lebow’s non-fiction work ‘Filming Revolution’, 

that non-linear documentary: 

 

enables relations that are vectors of movement between its bits of media. There is 
little structural or functional distinction as to whether these bits are people, 
interviews, notes, works, themes, projects, or ideas. This produces a visual and 
architectural flatness that literally avoids the peaks and valleys of narrative, and is 
closer to the list than it is to story or even database (Miles 2016). 
 

However, an argument I put forward in this thesis, as informed by my creative research that 

has combined my examinations of the affordances of the mobile cameraphone and of the 

Korsakow programming logic itself, is that a Korsakow film can carry the weight of a strong 

essayistic narrative, or story, albeit in a fragmented, and disrupted form.  

 To recap, my artefact, ‘Aliens Among Us’ is an essay film about people and their 

dogs, which focusses strongly on my relationships with my dogs. These relationships have 

presented themselves in the form of an irresistible story. My first dog Agnes was old when I 

began my research, and my Korsakow film follows her through old age, illness and death, 
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while containing flashbacks to the dog she was when she was younger. The film then follows 

the life of my new pup Zelda, as she grows to adulthood, becomes critically ill and almost 

dies, before recovering fully into a healthy, thriving dog.  

 Therefore, my film has the traditional narrative story arc, being a beginning, middle 

and an end, in that order. Given the theme of my ancillary research topic, the relationship 

between people and their dogs, it has been impossible for me not to tell this story, which is 

inherently dramatic with the high stakes of life, death, love, and grief.  

 The narrative works in two halves; first Agnes’ story, then Zelda’s story, with Agnes’ 

death, and getting Zelda as a puppy functioning as the hinge that joins those two parts 

together. This story could work as a linear film. But, what Korsakow allowed me to do is to 

disrupt this narrative flow with digressions and extra or alternative interpretations. My 

narrative is largely told through diary based footage shot on a variety of mobile 

cameraphones. However, a wide variety of other modes of address are also used. As well as 

diary based mobile phone footage, I used Super 8 footage, archive film and drawings, 

personal snapshots, social media posts, and interviews both in person, and using Zoom.  

 There are also contributions from other people. I asked friends to send me footage that 

they felt represented their relationship with their dog. Again, I received diary based footage. 

But, I also received a completed short film, a TikTok, and audio files. Korsakow has enabled 

me to use this diverse material as a database to activate connections between disparate styles 

and genres and open up questions about the relationship between people and their dogs. 

Furthermore, it has enabled me to work with the essay films’ tendencies toward “freedom, 

inquisitiveness and spontaneity” (Rascaroli 2017: 2) and its ability to “visualize thoughts on 

screen” (Richter 1940: 91). Therefore, my film is tells a story in which I work with the 

“peaks and valleys of narrative” (Miles 2016) and works against what Adrian Miles considers 

one of the key affordances of the Korsakow film, being more attuned to a list-based film 

rather than the ebbs and flows of traditional storytelling within this medium.  

 

      Before I describe how my Korsakow film works in detail, thereby offering a summation 

of many of my discoveries, it’s necessary for me to examine the meaning of ‘story’ and 

‘narrative’ to clarify what I mean when I use these terms. I am aware there is a large literature 

examining these concepts, so I am using this research in a strategic, and limited way, as 

means to bring focus to my research questions. 

Miles defines ‘story’ in the following way;  
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Story is a particular way of narrating. A story will have characters that do things and 
whose actions are internally consistent with the logic of the world that a story 
proposes. Stories, even where they elegantly feign otherwise, have a certainty of form 
where their game and pleasure is to know where they are going while appearing 
surprised at arriving there (Miles 2016). 
 

Matt Soar confirms this view of story and states that linear films, 

 

generally necessitate the coralling of footage into a singular narrative arc with a 
beginning, middle, and end, involving a compelling a main character or characters, a 
problem to be solved or an adversity to be overcome, topped off with a memorable 
denouement  (Soar 2014: 167). 
 

However, non-linear films offer up a different way of ordering and manipulating a visual 

database; ways which may be used to tell a story. Soar’s description of how narrative works 

in a linear film can be contrasted with the notion of soft relationships as a narrative form, 

which is offered by Korsakow. Hannah Brasier writes, in relation to the Korsakow film;   

 

I consider ‘soft’ to be an appropriate term to describe these works because there are 

variable degrees of pliable indeterminancy about what relations can take place 

between discrete audiovisual elements. A project is soft when new versions of the 

project can be made temporarily through each and every user interaction (Brasier 

2018b: 16).   

  

These definitions come into play with others when thinking about how the notion of story 

could be deployed when working with Korsakow, such as the following from Ross Gibson, 

Teresa Crea, and Lt. Col Grant Chambers, in which they offer a definition of narration and 

story. 

  

Narration is the action of generating and delivering a story or an account of events. As 
the etymology of ‘narration’ suggests, once you are in receipt of a story, you know (to 
some contestable extent) a gist of the event-world that is the subject of the narration. 
An ‘event-world’ is dynamic, ever-emerging and complex: it is eventful (Gibson, 
Crea & Chambers 2018). 
 

Looking at these three definitions helps to generate further understandings towards the ways 

in which my Korsakow film functions as story, and how it differs from a linear film. I have 

characters; the two main ones being my dogs and as I have come to realise, myself, and a 
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number of supporting characters. The story, or event-world, being narrated is the life and 

death of my dogs. However, the way a story is narrated by a Korsakow film is markedly 

different than the way it is by a linear film. As noted above, this narrative flow is constantly 

disrupted by related, but different stories, narrated by other characters, and told in a variety of 

styles. Importantly, given Brasier’s definition of soft relationships, the discrete narrative 

elements, or SNUs, will enter into different relationships with each other every time a 

Korsakow film is viewed. 

 

Mieke Bal points out that: 

 

A narrative text is a text in which an agent or subject conveys to an addressee (tells 
the reader) a story in a particular medium, such as language, imagery, sound, 
buildings, or a combination thereof. A story is the content of that text, and produces a 
particular manifestation, inflection, and 'colouring' of a fabula; the fabula is presented 
in a certain manner. A fabula is a series of logically and chronologically related events 
that are caused or experienced by actors (Bal 2009: 5). 
 

The medium in which I tell my user/viewer my story is a highly specific one, tied in with the 

particular affordances of Korsakow software. The “language, imagery, sound...” are 

constructed in a disrupted, and “soft” way. The fabula functions in a different way than in a 

linear story because the individual parts of the story, in this case the SNUs which act as 

clouds of data, don’t always relate to each other in a chronological or logical way. These 

clouds of data often relate more to each other at odd, and unexpected angles, and at times 

may surprise or disorientate the user/viewer, causing them to ask, ‘why am I seeing this 

now?” The user/viewer will be experiencing a different version of the event-world each time 

they watch the film. But I have still woven these fragments together to narrate a story.  

 Therefore, Korsakow can be used to narrate a story, but it does so by working with 

affordances that cause the narration to be experienced by the user/viewer in different ways 

than occur with a linear narrative. In terms of how the narrative of a Korsakow film works, 

another layer of complexity relates back to how it may also function as a carrier-bag for 

fragmented stories. I narrate my story, which has a beginning, a middle, and an end in that 

order, but the fragmentary nature of it also means I’m choosing to narrate it by dipping into 

my bag of stories and placing them at odd angles to each other. This bag of stories also 

include other peoples’ stories which they have given me to use. I have come to understand 

that my work of narration involves working with the computer’s algorithm and the 

user/viewer to weave these fragments together into a non-linear narrative. This is an 
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essayistic process because it involves causing a spark to ignite between the “you” and the “I”, 

and which recognises the importance of the “embodied spectator” (Rasacaroli: 2008, 29), 

which I argued for in Chapter One. This “you” and “I” can be the maker, and the user/viewer, 

but it can be the constituent elements that make up my Korsakow film, as they engage with 

each other in their various combinations to create a narrative.  

 This concept of interlinked relationships also resonates with Haraway’s concept of 

“response-ability”, in which she contends that “... responsibility is a relationship crafted in 

intra-action through which entities, subjects and objects come into being” (Haraway 2008: 

71). In a Korsakow-based film, the bits and pieces that make up the narrative must, by 

necessity, respond to each other, and combine with the computer’s algorithm, and the actions 

of both the maker, and the user/viewer, so that the narrative comes into being. More 

importantly, given the subject matter of my artefact, the relationship between people and 

dogs, is that Haraway argues that both human and non-humans have the capacity to respond 

to each other, and therefore enter into a process which enables them to come into being 

(Taylor et al. 2013: 56). Obviously, the non-humans in my artefact are dogs. Throughout my 

artefact we see this “response-ability” occurring constantly between these two species 

through major events such as illness and death, as well as via the more minor, everyday 

events such as Zelda curiously sniffing her way through human made city arcades and 

laneways, and responding in her own canine way, as described and discussed in Chapter 

Two.  

 Another Korsakow filmmaker, whose work has been invaluable in my knowledge 

quest is David Clark. He made the Korsakow film, ‘The End: Death in 7 Colours’, in which 

the deaths of seven influential artists, thinkers and celebrities (Alan Turing, Sigmund Freud, 

Princess Diana, Jim Morrison, Judy Garland, Walter Benjamin, and Marcel Duchamp) are 

mashed together, to narrate a history of the 20th century. Unfortunately, this film is no longer 

available for viewing.  

 In an interview with Raymond Coover, Clark stated: 

 

The structures of my pieces are small little bits that lead to the next bit and lead to the 
next bit. The idea that viewers might get entangled in the piece is a great way to 
engage an audience; people will say, ‘Yeah, I got stuck in your piece for an hour and 
then I realized that time had disappeared.’ For me, that's a much better way for people 
to be involved in one's work than to feel like, ‘Oh, when is it going to be over?’ 
(Coover  2019: 24). 
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I used this quote as a strong guide when building my Korsakow film, to think about how I 

wanted the narrative to function. I had to think about how much ‘glue’ I needed  to create this 

sort of stickiness, and how I could create this glue through skillful hashtagging of the 

constituent SNUs, because I wanted to create a strong narrative that would lead the 

user/viewer through my dogs’ lives, while still valuing, and working with the Korsakowian 

values of digression, and fragmentation. This process will be analysed later in this chapter. 

 However, this affordance of little bits that lead to the next little bit, and thus entangle 

the user/viewer in the narrative is a key one, and this mode of entanglement is related to how 

the Korsakowian narrative functions in different ways than it does in linear films. These 

affordances of digression and interruption, which are built into the way a Korsakow narrative 

functions, are also highly similar to the way an essay film may function. Papazian and Eades 

write about that form in the following way: 

 

The quality of digression, of interruption, of circling around an idea without bringing 
it to a scientifically rigorous conclusion suggests further essential characteristics of 
the essay form: first its dialogic quality – that is, its apparent address to a reader, 
whether a specific person or any reader. And second, its refusal of conclusion: the 
essay film by its nature defies all notions related to totality and fixity, the whole and 
the completed (Papazian & Eades 2016: 3).  
 

Hannah Brasier has also made the connection between the essay film and the Korsakow film 

in relationship to her own practice; 

 

The essay film, and specifically Chris Marker's ‘Sunless’, became integral to the 
development of my practice, where the essay film's often fragmented and tangental 
organisation of nonfiction images has particular resonances with the fragments of 
media we often experience online (Brasier 2018b: 3). 
 

These concepts of ‘story’ and ‘narrative’ and their relationship to both the essay film and the 

Korsakow film, gave me confidence in my quest for knowledge, and guided me when 

building my Korsakow-based film.  With these thoughts in mind, I will now describe how I 

built artefact, and the knowledge I discovered while doing so. 

 I have a large and diverse database at hand to build my Korsakow film. As noted 

previously, the spine of the film is diary based footage of my life with my dogs. It is in many 

ways a first person film, and as Alisa Lebow notes in relation to that genre: 
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They’re very often not a cinema of 'me', but about someone else close, dear, beloved 
or intriguing, who nonetheless informs the filmmaker's sense of him or herself. They 
may not be about a person, self or other, at all, but about a neighbourhood, a 
community, or event. The designation ‘first person film’ is foremost about a mode of 
address: these films 'speak' from an articulated point of view of the filmmaker who 
readily acknowledges her subjective position (Lebow 2012: 1). 
 

The “someone else” in this formulation are my dogs. But, in focusing on my dogs I became 

acutely aware that I was also building a film that talked about my life with my friends, 

family, community and places. 

 The building of the film was a process of iteration and reiteration to find a form 

strong, and flexible enough to contain my creative research ambitions, while at the same time 

experimenting with the Korsakow form to explore how I could discover its best affordances 

to most effectively tell my story. This meant I was in a constant process of keywording 

SNUs, exporting the resulting film, playing through that iteration, taking notes, and then 

building another iteration for export. Franziska Weidle describes this process; “Only by 

moving back and forth between editor and browser can the digital materiality of Korsakow 

deliberately influence the process and power asymmetry between humans and computers 

become tangible” (Weidle 2020: 157). 

 As noted in Chapter Three, the metaphor of ‘clouds’ is a useful one for my knowledge 

quest because it better describes the soft, pliable process of creating SNUs, hashtagging and 

exporting them to my browser, watching, and repeating the process, rather than using a more 

rigid metaphor, such as the sugar cube. To extrapolate further; Weidle argues that to work 

with ‘clouds’, can “enact the emergent relationality of things” (Weidle 2020:15 emphasis in 

original), and that doing this work “is to focus on what things do, can, or could do rather than 

what they mean or represent” (Weidle 2020:15). This focus on the non-representational has 

resonance with Haraway’s concept of ‘becoming worldly with’, (Taylor et.al. 2003: 56) 

which as noted in the Preface is a concept which has strongly influenced my research, 

through the making of my Korsakow-based film. To reiterate: I realise that part of my 

knowledge quest, and the decision to make a Korsakow film that engaged with the 

relationship between people and dogs as part of my research, came from a desire to explore 

that challenge of living well together with my dogs, and to see how other people engaged 

with that challenge. In short, I wished to pay rapt attention to that “conjoined dance of face-

to-face significant otherness.” which describes the human/canine relationship. (Haraway 

2003: 41, emphasis in original). As such, the artefact created for this research project and its 



   101  

exploration of this challenge, adds to the knowledge of this subject matter, in an ancillary, or 

bonus way, as expressed in my Preface.  

 This movement between the editor and the browser is a key affordance that makes 

Korsakow substantially different than either other forms of non-linear software, or linear 

software packages as Final Cut Pro, Adobe Premiere, or iMovie, the last of which I pre-

edited my SNUs in.  

 Soar notes that the editing of a Korsakow film occurs in three stages; the first linear 

edit which is done to prepare the various SNUs, the process of hashtagging to create the 

clouds of data, and the choices made by the user/viewer as they choose which thumbnail to 

click on next (Soar 2014: 162–163).  

 I would argue that the actions of the software’s algorithm as they present different 

combinations of SNUs to the user/viewer is another form of Korsakowian editing. As the 

maker of the film, I have some control over this algorithm, but never total control, which I 

find to be one of the pleasures of working with Korsakow. The same applies to the 

user/viewer who can only click onto the thumbnails supplied, which appear in a random 

order. Therefore, their ability to edit the Korsakow film, is circumscribed by the choices 

offered by the software’s algorithm.  

 This indeterminate, always changing process of editing means that the process of 

image gathering tends to work in a different way than it does in a linear film. Thalhofer states 

in relation to this; 

 

I’m interested in patterns and how to make interesting patterns emerge. A good way 
to do that is to go out and collect bits and pieces and then later to think about the 
different connections those bits and pieces might have. If you do that, though, what 
you’re not thinking about when you’re gathering the bits and pieces is an overarching 
structure. So you’re not pre-thinking and you’re not limiting yourself from seeing 
things ( Cited in Nash 2014: 193). 
 

This idea of patternmaking is similar to Hannah Brasier’s practice of “noticing in relation to 

the Korsakow film”, stating that “This attention towards discrete visual qualities of 

movement, stillness, light, colour, tone and reflection is what I later theorise as visual 

aesthetic noticing” (Brasier 2018b: 24). Both Thalhofer’s and Brasier’s descriptions pay 

close, rapt attention to the materiality of the content they glean, and to the work of placing 

those bits and pieces together in nuanced ways. 
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This gathering of bits and pieces that will later be turned into a film, noticing the material 

qualities of the footage, resonates with the idea of essayistic gleaning, for me. It also 

represents an attitude, that one may describe as Korsakowian thought, that I have tried to 

bring to my research and practice, as I weave together my assembled bits and pieces into a 

disrupted essay film.  

 Ross Gibson also writes about the affordance of the edit in relationship to the work of 

Jay Leyda;  

 

Leyda learned this with Eisenstein: in a cinematic edit, there is something cut out, 
something invisible in-between the two shots, and it’s this in-between and unseen 
thing that makes the sequence spark as the viewer saturates the lacuna with 
significance (Gibson 2017) 

 

This lacuna, or in-betweenness is one of the key affordances of the Korsakow film. Although 

linear filmmaking is being referenced in the above quote, the idea of the space between two 

shots comes into focus tightly when applied to the Korsakow film. Throughout the process of 

hashtagging and exporting towards the making of this artefact, I have focused on all the 

different ways my bits and pieces of film can butt up against each other to create meaning, 

and gaps in that meaning in surprising ways. It’s a process that expects the user/viewer to 

supply meaning that can be sparked through those gaps as they negotiate their way through 

the different iterations of the film. This idea also reminds me that Miles wrote that there is 

always a virtual film available when viewing the Korsakow film, as stated earlier in the 

chapter (2014:71). This virtual film is part of the lacuna, the gap in image and meaning, that 

may inspire, confuse, or delight us. As argued previously, this gap creates the “moment of 

astonishment” (Wiehl 2016), which can be understood as a key affordance of the Korsakow 

film. 
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Figure 4.1: Design of Korsakow desktop for ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

 

This gap, or lacuna, is made literal by the lay-out of the Korsakowian desktop. Here is one 

example from my film in which the user/viewer is presented with large swathes of black 

space between images. This lacuna is created by the way I choose to design my desktop lay-

out, and by the fact that my various SNUs have been shot in different screen ratios. In this 

example, we have two SNUs shot using the portrait mode of the mobile cameraphone, and 

another which is a piece of archival footage shot in 4:3 ratio.  

 The attentiveness to the power in the ‘soft relationships’ amongst SNUs leads me now 

to analyse how I built my Korsakow film in detail, and how I relate the decisions I made to 

the rich theoretical writings that enable me to tie the essay film and the Korsakow film 

together. I shall be referring to these changing groupings of SNUs as ‘clouds’, or’ 

dataclouds’, because as argued in Chapter Three, citing Weidle, I find it a rich metaphor to 

think and work with, through my research journey. 

 Korsakow allows you to begin your film randomly at any point if you so choose. 

However, I wanted the film to always begin with a specific SNU, because I had decided to 

keep some measure of authorial control given that my purpose was to narrate an essayistic 

story which focused on and set out from a particular set of ideas and emotions.  

 Titles were given to all SNUs, to identify the content of each one. I decided to begin 

my film with a SNU titled ‘Moondog’. This was the name of my first dog and the SNU 

consists of a black and white photo of me as a child, with one of my brothers, and Moondog 
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(See Figure 4.2). I gave it a voiceover describing Moondog’s death and the traumatic effect it 

had on me as a ten year old child.  

 

 
Figure 4.2: Still from ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

 

I scanned this photo, and then filmed it off my laptop using the Vintage 8mm app, turning the 

still into a short film, and giving it a flickering, sepia quality. I filmed it handheld, so that the 

movement of my body gives it a living, pulsing quality. This is yet another example of 

‘embodiment’ which I consider a tendency of the essay film. As a filmmaker, I’m physically 

connected to this SNU via my mobile cameraphone.  

  

           After many iterations, I decided to use this as the opening SNU for a variety of 

reasons. The voiceover gestures towards one of the main themes of my Korsakow film; the 

joy of a relationship with a dog and the grief associated with the brevity of their lives. Given 

the storyline of the film, this is a theme that I will continually return to. It also hints that my 

obsession with dogs may at least in part, relate to a childhood wound; the guilt of my dog 

dying when I felt responsible for him.  

 I had always thought that this story needed to be part of my film, but I felt a great 

wariness about how I should represent it. I certainly didn’t want to make a realist 

representation because I think realism would overdetermine the meaning of the SNU. Instead, 

I wanted to make space for the viewer to create their own meaning. As well as this, I wanted 

to create something that would adhere to my desire to work in a lo-fi handcrafted way in 

order to infuse the project with a feeling of intimate engagement with its themes. Filming a 

family snapshot with a prosumer app and then applying a voiceover fulfilled that desire. 
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I use voiceover sparingly in my Korsakow film as prompts for thinking and feeling for the 

user/viewer, rather than as a linear argument that runs through the film, or for exposition. At 

times, I speak the voiceover narration, as in this case. However, I have also used quotes from 

various writers, and when doing so I have worked with a voiceover artist, Donna McRae, to 

record them, so differentiating them from my own first person thoughts and feelings. Michael 

Chanan has written:  

 

... in classic documentaries by the likes of Joris Ivens, Georges Franju, Alain Resnais 
and Chris Marker, the film is visually led, and the spoken voiceover is a vehicle for 
essayistic and even poetic rumination. (Chanan 2012: 17)  
 

I have used this idea as a guide for the voiceover technique within the research artefact. 

When I have used it for exposition, I have attempted to hide that fact within a more poetic 

and ruminative style, evident through my usage of both personal confessions, and the work of 

various writers, to gesture to the possible meanings that may be read throughout my artefact, 

by an attentive user/viewer. This opening SNU also utilises a common stylistic trope of 

starting a film with a flashback. I utilise this trope as a sign to the user/viewer that I’m 

creating a narrative, not sampling a database.  

 The IN point for this SNU is ‘Moondog’. The only OUT point for this SNU is 

‘Agnes’ which activates a connection to a key piece of expository content, in which I 

introduce her and, use it to link to the theme of a dog’s ageing.  I wrote about this SNU in 

Chapter 2, but to reiterate, it’s a dramatic piece in which Agnes and I meet another dog called 

Ruby, of whom she’s scared. I talk to Ruby’s owner, comfort Agnes, and move on. As noted, 

it’s one of the few diary based SNUs with a dramatic structure, in that we see a short film 

play out in one shot. I added a voiceover, introducing Agnes, mentioning her illnesses, and 

saying “but she was young once”, to connect it to the next group of SNUs.  The voiceover 

also mentions that she was named after Agnes Varda, and that I met Varda in Paris, as 

described in Chapter Two. I've designed the voiceover around the sound of a magpie 

warbling, which gives a richness and atmosphere to a beautiful summer morning. I use this 

SNU to set up Agnes as a character, connect my work obliquely with the essay film by 

mentioning Agnes Varda, set up the theme of old age, and connect it to the next cloud of 

SNUs, in which we meet Agnes as a young dog.  
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The user/viewer is given no choices with these first two SNUs, because I thought it was 

essential to ensure that they were viewed, so the exposition and themes written about above 

were definitely viewed and noted. The two Korsakow films I have discussed previously; 

‘Ceci N’est Pas Embres’, and ‘Racing Home’ also begin with two successive SNUs for 

which the viewer is given no choices. I noticed the filmmakers used this strategy to set up the 

themes of their films, so it gave me confidence that I could work in the same way to set my 

themes up.  

 The OUT point for ‘Agnes’ is ‘Vintage’ which activates connections with four SNUs 

made up of diary based footage of Agnes when she was a much younger dog. Three of the 

SNUs were shot on a Nokia cameraphone in 2007, and one on an iPhone 4 in 2012. I decided 

to refilm the Nokia footage off my laptop. This is because when it was native from the Nokia, 

the SNUs become postage stamp sized on my laptop. Re-filming them means they take up 

much more space on the screen and become more pleasurable to view. Doing this also adds 

another layer of degradation to the roughly pixellated images. The voiceover phrase “she was 

young once” connects with these four SNUs as the viewer meets a much younger, more 

vibrant dog, playing and running up a hill.  

 At this point in the construction of my Korsakow film, I came to the first dilemma in 

hashtagging clouds of content. I wanted these four ‘Vintage’ SNUs to solely connect to one 

pinchpoint, titled with the IN point ‘Melancholy’, remembering that a pinchpoint in 

Korsakow terms is when the user/viewer is funneled into viewing one SNU only. I desired 

this because there is a key voiceover used with this footage, and I wanted to ensure that the 

user/viewer experienced this before they moved further through my artefact. At first, I 

attempted to connect ‘Melancholy’ to only one of the ‘Vintage’ SNUs. The problem with this 

is that if the user/viewer clicked on that specific ‘Vintage’ SNU first, then they would click 

straight onto ‘Melancholy’ without being given the opportunity to watch the other ‘Vintage’ 

SNUs. 
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Figure 4.3: Korsakow browser showing SNU editor for ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

 

 Alternatively, if they kept clicking through the ‘Vintage’ SNUs without clicking onto the 

SNU that connected to ‘Melancholy’ they would run out of options, and the film would end. I 

found the solution to this problem was to connect each of the ‘Vintage’ SNUs to each other 

and to ’Melancholy’ as well. This form of hashtagging gives the user/viewer an opportunity 

to watch most, or all, of the SNUs, before moving onto ‘Melancholy’. Importantly (as can be 

viewed in Figure 4.3) I manipulated the Korsakow algorithm from the editing tool by 

lowering the chance that the thumbnail of ‘Melancholy’ would appear in the browser to click 

onto. 

  The likelihood of a SNU appearing can be manipulated from the ‘Snu Rating’ tool. 

The default setting for the algorithm is 1.0. I lowered the likelihood to 0.20. This means that 

the viewer is much more likely to view this SNU after all the ‘Vintage’ SNUs. It’s also the 

only SNU that connects to the next cloud of data, hashtagged ‘Beach’, so ensuring the 

viewer/user has to watch this before they can continue. This is a strategy I used all through 

the building of my Korsakow film, in order to give me a measure of authorial control.  

 Another affordance to note while looking at this screenshot, is that I have chosen to 

give this SNU ‘1’ life. The SNU editor allows the filmmaker to allocate the number of times 

a SNU will appear within a Korsakow film, from 1.0 to ∞, meaning ‘infinity’. I chose 1.0 for 

all SNUs because I was less interested in the affordance of creating patterns through 

Me1anchotv. 
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repetitions that Korsakow allows, than creating story patterns through different elements of 

my various stories being linked together in disrupted, and digressive ways. 

 

         ‘Melancholy’ is based on Super 8 footage of Agnes which I shot in 2003. There are 

three SNUs which use Super 8 in this film, instead of footage shot on a mobile cameraphone. 

My research doesn't include an analysis of the affordances of Super 8, or home movies, 

which is a large theoretical field of academic enquiry unto itself. Rather, I have chosen to 

deploy Super 8 footage in a practical fashion when I feel that its use is warranted for narrative 

or aesthetic reasons. For example, one of the reasons I used Super 8 footage is that I simply 

don’t have a great deal of material of Agnes when she was young; just this footage and the 

previous mobile cameraphone footage used for the ‘Vintage’ SNUs. However, I also used 

Super 8 footage here because the seduction of the soft grain, and the feeling of nostalgia 

given by this technology suited the melancholy feeling I wanted to evoke in the user/viewer. 

The voiceover is about melancholy; the emotion that one feels when contemplating the 

“silence, untranslatability, and detachment” of one’s beloved whippets (Kuzniar 2006: 28) I 

know this feeling well, and it’s why I titled this film, ‘Aliens Among Us’.  

 The footage contains tight close-ups of Agnes’ face staring back into the camera. This 

direct gaze from the beloved alien back to us feels confronting to me. I think that although we 

gaze at dogs, we don’t often see this gaze returned on film, and for me as a filmmaker it’s a 

powerful moment in which I need to contend with a canine consciousness staring back at me. 

For me, this is a powerful example of Haraway’s “becoming worldly with” (Taylor et al. 

2013: 56), as argued earlier in this chapter, because of the act of two species gazing at each 

other, through the virtual world, in an effort to live in the real world together. All these 

factors made ‘Melancholy’ a crucial pinchpoint for me, so I ensured the user/viewer had to 

view it before they could progress on.  

  

        This pinchpoint then activates six SNUs, which are titled ‘Beach’ and ‘BeachCafe’. 

These are more contemporary SNUs, shot in 2017, in which we see Agnes as a frail, old dog 

tottering along the beach, and being fed treats at a beachside café. Importantly, they also 

introduce a human subject; Andrew Foster, an artist who specialises in portraits of dogs. 

Andrew appears in two of the SNUs, including one of him photographing Agnes. This 

connection is important to the construction of the film because Andrew appears prominently 

in the next cloud of data, titled ‘Art1’.  
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 There are seven SNUs in ‘Art1’. Three of them concern Andrew, and his artistic 

practice, who can be seen in the Figure below.  

 

 
Figure 4.4: Design of Korsakow desktop for ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

 

  

The main SNU in the screenshot above consists of interview footage of Andrew talking about 

his painting practice and why he paints dogs, while he paints. The thumbnail on the left 

consists of Andrew talking about why he chose to paint Agnes multiple times, while we see a 

montage of these paintings. There is a further SNU concerning Andrew which consists of 

observational footage of him at the opening of his art exhibition of canine portraits.  

 These three SNUs could constitute a short linear film about Andrew’s practice, using 

three different documentary modes of address. Those modes are interview-led practice using 

visual overlay, voiceover overlaid with a series of stills, and observational documentary. 

However, when they become part of a Korsakow database, there is no guarantee about what 

order the viewer will see them in, whether they’ll see all of them, and whether they’ll choose 

to watch the SNUs all the way through or click through to the next SNU. If these three SNUs 

were edited together to make a short film, it would be about three minutes long. I doubt that 

using three different modes of address in a three minute linear film is a tenable creative 

strategy, given the expectations a viewer would have. Such a disruptive style would be 

deemed to be ‘bad filmmaking’. However, it’s a strength of the Korsakow film that it 

welcomes such a disparity of styles in such a short timeframe. This is because its ‘soft 
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relations’, and shape shifting metaphor of the cloud, welcome change and fragmentation in its 

storytelling world. 

 We can see from Figure 4.4 that this virtual short film is being disrupted by other 

images. The centre thumbnail, ‘This is Lulu’, is a complete short film made by documentary 

filmmaker, Christina Heristinidas. This SNU was made in response to a call out to various 

friends to send me footage shot on a mobile cameraphone that represented their relationship 

with their dog. 

  

          Another SNU which is part of the datacloud ‘Art1’ is a TikTok video made by my 

neighbour Soraya Ekselman with her dog, Stella. It has become part of this specific cloud of 

data because TikTok is the social media platform Soraya uses to represent her relationship 

with her dog. When I asked Soraya to become a participant, she filmed this TikTok video 

specifically for the research project. Therefore, by connecting the TikTok video about Stella 

with the short film about Lulu, I want to give the viewer space to think about the different 

creative and aesthetic strategies that are used to represent dogs, and what that might mean 

about our relationship to them. 

   

         The final two SNUs in’Art1’ include a series of photos I took with my iPhone in Venice 

in 2018, of a man greeting his dog. It uses a quote from the writer Elena Passarello as 

voiceover, which is about the power images of animals have over us. The second SNU is a 

montage of 19th century dog paintings with a voiceover from seminal feminist theorist and 

dog trainer, Donna Haraway. In this voiceover, Haraway posits the idea of ‘natureculture’, 

which is a key concept to introduce into this film. ‘Natureculture’ is a concept which 

positions dogs and humans in a co-evolutionary, symbiotic relationship with each other. Both 

the paintings of various, specific dog breeds, and Haraway’s view of dogs which she sees as 

“a species in obligatory, historical, protean relationship with human beings” (Haraway 2003: 

11–12), speak to the concerns I want to investigate in my essayistic film. Again, these 

voiceovers work as prompts, or small flashes of insight, rather than a coherent argument.  

 It would be difficult to integrate all these filmmaking modes into a sequence in a 

linear film. But, Korsakow allows me to do this in a disruptive, and fragmentary way. In fact, 

I think it encourages this sort of loose, conceptual integration.  This disruption is why 

Thalhofer argues that Korsakow is closer to reality than linear forms. It activates connections 

between fragments, rather than creating a linear whole (Tumer: 2017). 
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This datacloud of SNUs connect to another, named ‘Jackson1’. These are two SNUs which 

consist of my friend Finn Canadensis taking his dog Jackson for a walk and talking about the 

relationship with his dog. Dog walking is a theme that runs insistently through my Korsakow 

film. When I asked people to send me footage of their relationship with their dogs, they often 

sent me footage of them walking their dog. Wayfaring with my dog, as discussed in Chapter 

Two, has also been an everyday activity that structures my life, and in watching other 

peoples’ footage, it seems that this structure is also commonplace for other people.  

 I wanted to introduce Finn and Jackson as characters at this point because Finn’s 

observations become key to some of the themes of my film as it develops. Therefore, I’m 

using a common dramatic trope of foreshadowing, by introducing characters who may seem 

minor, but who play a major role later on. However, as well being important characters 

dramatically, one of the values of my filmmaking practice in this film is that I give as high a 

value to quiet quotidian moments; a person walking their dog and chatting to the camera, as I 

do to moments of high stakes drama. The “flatness”, as described by Miles (2016), of 

Korsakow allows me to do this. It gives opportunities for the user/viewer to take the time to 

watch these quiet moments, that don’t further the narrative in any traditional sense, if they so 

wish. I connect these quiet moments together with the knowledge that the user/viewer can 

also choose to click away from a SNU at any time, if the ‘flatness’ doesn’t engage them 

strongly enough.  

 ‘Jackson 1’ is connected to two dataclouds of SNUs. One of these is ‘Jackson2’, in 

which Finn and Jackson’s walk continues. The other datacloud is titled ‘Illness’, which is 

made up of four SNUs of Agnes in which the issue of her age and fragility is explored. The 

action of these SNUs shifts from the earlier SNUs filmed on the beach in summer, into the 

interior of my apartment. The tone and lighting of this datacloud is much darker, because the 

film now shifts to a series of dataclouds titled ‘Death’ and ‘Mourning’. However to reach 

these dataclouds, the user/viewer must view a pinchpoint titled ‘Chilling’. I gave this SNU 

this title in reference to words I speak in relation to Agnes, in which I say, “She’s just 

chilling”. This SNU consists of me talking to camera about the fact that Agnes is feeling very 

unwell. It’s the first of three times in the film that I use direct to-camera address. Each time 

occurs when I’m feeling great emotional stress, and they all also function as pinchpoints 

through the film in which I impart important dramatic information to the user/viewer.  

 The affordances of Korsakow, whereby the software functions through gaps, ellipses 

and disruptions means that it isn’t effective at offering exposition to the user/viewer. It’s 

more suited to jumping from SNU to SNU, the aforementioned “hitchhiking”, and offering 
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surprise and disorientation instead. I work with this affordance by using pinchpoints, and 

voiceover when I want to impart specific information. I have tried to use this sparingly to 

work with the strengths of the software, such as digression and disruption. 

 When building a series of SNUs which lead to a pinchpoint, I noticed an odd tic of 

Korsakow’s algorithm which Weidle describes in the following way: “With every click the 

chosen image wanders to the left and a new set of preceding images is generated” (Weidle: 

2020: 77, emphasis in original). Figure 4.5 (below) shows the layout that this habit of the 

algorithm creates.  

 The main image is part of the datacloud ‘Illness’, while the thumbnail is ‘Chilling’. 

This software affordance made me realise that if the user/viewer continually clicked on the 

thumbnail on the left, they would be given the opportunity to see more of the SNUs, whereas 

if they clicked the central one, or the one on the right, they would probably click through the 

SNUs more quickly, and not have the opportunity to view as many as if they had clicked to 

the left. 

 

 
Figure 4.5: Design of Korsakow desktop for ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

 

It’s outside the scope of my research to examine why the algorithm works in this way, or how 

it may affect the way the user/viewer clicks on the thumbnails. However, I suspect that many 

of them would notice this affordance over time and vary their behaviour to in response to it. 

It’s possible that the algorithm could train some user/viewers to ‘click left’, and I realised that 
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when I viewed Brasier’s Korsakow film ‘Sunny, Rainy, Foggy’, I was indeed being ‘trained’ 

to do that.  

 ‘Chilling’ leads to a cloud of six SNUs, that use the IN points ‘Death’ and 

‘Mourning’, because they concern the death of Agnes and the emotion of mourning attending 

her death. Two of the SNUs consist of a story told in audio files sent to me by Finn 

Canadensis about the death of his dog Lucky, who is the dog he had previously to Jackson. I 

asked Finn to tell his story because I knew that he would speak about it in a nuanced, 

articulate and affecting way. I used visual overlay of Finn and Lucky from 2003, which I had 

shot in Super 8 over these audio files. I wanted the visual element to work in quite a complex 

way, in terms of how it furthered the narrative. As noted above, I have previously used 

footage of Finn walking his current dog Jackson to foreshadow this story. Although the 

footage involves two different dogs, they’re both Airedale Terriers who look highly similar. 

 As well as this, Finn talks about Lucky in one of the previous SNUs in which he 

walks Jackson, which the user/viewer may, or may not have seen. The user/viewer may 

realise they’re different dogs, or not. Either way is not of great concern to me, in terms of the 

how the narrative functions. The connection between Finn and his two Airedale Terriers 

which is expressed in a digressive, essayistic way, jumping between different timeframes and 

visual media are the affordances I’m playing with here. This is further extended in this Super 

8 footage in which we see a very young Agnes playing with Lucky, further referencing her 

life’s journey.  This footage plays under participant Finn’s voiceover about Lucky’s death in 

which he says;   

 

I felt the warmth go out of his ears, and he was gone... I instantly knew that the life 
we’d lived together was a choreography of subtle movements, gestures, simple 
knowing of what each other was thinking, doing, feeling, wanting... 

 

In this way, while speaking about Lucky’s death, the voiceover also strongly speaks to my 

own emotions about Agnes’ death, and the strength and complexity of the human/canine 

bond. It also functions as a counterpoint to the voiceover in the SNU titled ‘Melancholy’, 

which is a quote from Alice A. Kuzniar. Kuzniar states; “I have spent hours trying to 

penetrate the minds of my whippets and despair of ever understanding them fully” (Kuzniar 

2006: 28).  These SNUs all use the medium of Super 8, so the possibility is offered that the 

user/viewer can connect this imagery and voiceover together, by connecting the use of the 

same media together. 
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 Finally, Finn states that Lucky collapsed at Christmas. The voiceover for the first 

SNU ‘Moondog’ states that my first dog Moondog died on Christmas Eve. I hope that some 

attentive user/viewers may weave all these elements together into an essayistic consideration 

of death, mourning, and dogs.  

 

In writing about the poetic documentary, Bettina Frankham notes that: “Decisions around the 

appropriate amount of glue required to make the assemblage hang together need to be made 

with a weather eye on the media literacy of the audience and the experience being created” 

(Frankham 2013: 140).  

 This issue of the “glue” is a crucial one in all forms of filmmaking. My experience as 

a documentary maker has trained me to consider, while making a film, what the viewer might 

be thinking and feeling during every moment of watching the film. However, this is even 

more so the case with a Korsakow film because user/viewers may not be experienced in 

watching this form, and so might feel a degree of alienation while doing so. Weidle states 

that when first showing a Korsakow film, ‘Planet Galata’ (Thalhofer 2010), to her students, 

they struggled with apprehending it. “ Stress, boredom, distraction, repetition and small-

format are among the problems they identify” (Weidle 2020: 92). As noted above in this 

chapter, David Clark, is similarly concerned with making his Korsakow film sufficiently 

‘sticky’ for the user/viewer (Coover 2019: 24). 

 I have worked to make the ‘glue’ in my Korsakow film quite sticky, by developing a 

strong narrative line, and weaving a complex montage of images and sound back and forth 

through the film as outlined in the ways I’ve connected the constellations of SNUs titled 

‘Moondog’, ‘Melancholy’, ‘Death’ and ‘Mourning’ together. In this way, I hope the 

user/viewer sticks with the film, even though they may feel alienated at times by its form. I 

hope the user/viewer is an attentive, curious “story-witness” and is open to doing the work as 

described here; “Story-witnessing is best understood as the experience of attending to, 

analysing and evaluating the information-load and emotional impact of a performed story” 

(Gibson, Crea & Chambers 2018). 

 Following this constellation of death and mourning, the film moves to its next 

pinchpoint, which consists of my second to-camera piece. In this SNU, I talk about how I’m 

getting a new puppy, that I think I’ll call her Zelda, and describe the mix of emotions I have. 

Visually, there is an image of a painting of Agnes and I in the background, that has appeared 

in two earlier SNUs titled, ‘Art1’. Again, I hope that the attentive, curious user/viewer 

notices this bit of narrative glue. 
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 This pinchpoint activates a cloud of SNUs that all function thematically around the 

idea of the acquisition of a new puppy.  

 

 
Figure 4.6: Design of Korsakow desktop for ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

In Figure 4.6 above, we observe three thumbnails about this theme. The one of the left is an 

image of Zelda asleep, on the day she came home with me. I wanted to create an extremely 

high chance that the user/viewer would click on this thumbnail before any other. So, I 

increased its SNU rating in the SNU Editor, from the default number of 1.0, to 2.0. I knew 

that this would mean that it would always appear as the first thumbnail on the left hand side, 

meaning there was a high likelihood that it would be clicked on first. However, part of the 

randomness of the Korsakow film is that the user/viewer may also not click on it at any time.  

 I was strongly aware that after the sadness of two characters Agnes and Lucky dying, 

I was eager to offer the user/viewer some content that was sweet and funny. The other two 

thumbnails here are amusing small visual anecdotes in which the new puppy Zelda falls off a 

deckchair by a pool, and stares with great concentration at film of herself on my laptop. This 

latter SNU also begins a small series that continues on weaving its way through the rest of the 

film, in which Zelda is intently watching various screens, from a laptop, to a television, and a 

cinema screen. Again, I have woven these thematic connections, big and small, throughout, 

to give pleasure to the viewer, and to make the film as sticky as I can. 

 There are other SNUs activated in this particular datacloud that don’t concern Zelda, 

but weave further fragments into the theme of puppyhood, and mirror SNUs that have 

appeared in the first half of the film.  

 In one of these SNUs, we meet Jackson and Finn again as they come to the end of 

their walk, with a promise of a treat for Jackson. In another, I utilise Finn’s voiceover content 

again. This time he’s pondering on the emotional difficulty of getting a new dog, after an old 
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one dies. There is visual overlay here of photos I took of Agnes and Lucky playing together, 

when Agnes was a pup. Again, this calls back to the first half of the film, and speaks to the 

nostalgia, and melancholy of remembering a pet who has died.  

 In another SNU, we meet Andrew at the beach again, this time playing with Zelda. 

Again this folds the ‘Puppy’ datacloud back into the first half of the film, in which I deployed 

SNUs of Agnes at the beach, to create a feeling of life going on; changing, yet staying the 

same.  

 Another way in which I fold back this second half into the first half of the film, is a 

SNU in which we meet Soraya again, but this time with her new puppy, Stella. We first met 

them when they were both much older doing a TikTok, as part of ‘Art1’. Again, I leave it to 

the user/viewer, or story-witness, to make these connections, while realising they may never 

occur given the disruptive, elliptical nature of Korsakow. This may be the first time the 

user/viewer has met Soraya and Stella. The affordances of Korsakow means that the 

user/viewer may connect it to the first half of the film, or may not. I’m contented for both 

viewing experiences to occur.  

 All of these SNUs have an OUT point of ‘Dance’. There’s only one SNU with this IN 

point which is footage from the Dog Expo of 2018, held at the Exhibition Buildings in 

Melbourne. This event is a busy marketplace selling various products for your dog, as well as 

offering information about dog rescue groups and the different breeds of dogs, under the title 

‘Perfect Match’, as can be seen in Figure 4.7 .  

 

 
Figure 4.7: Design of Korsakow desktop for ‘Aliens Among Us’ 
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Over this footage I utilise a voiceover which speaks of the ‘conjoined dance of subjectivities’, 

which is paraphrased from a quote by Donna Haraway, in which she writes about the 

human/canine relationship as a “conjoined dance of face-to-face significant otherness.” 

(2003: 41).  I find this phrase rich in the complexities it evokes, and use it here to prompt 

thought from the user/viewer about the nature of their relationship to dogs, and what this 

dance might entail. I used this footage here because I find it a droll commentary about this 

relationship, and think that that it also opens potential questions about how we think about 

dogs. In this way, I’m using an essayistic strategy of asking questions, not answering them in 

a definitive way. 

 To ensure that user/viewers would watch at least most of the preceding SNUs before 

they watch ‘Dance’, I gave it a SNU rating of 0.2, meaning it would only appear as a viewing 

choice after the user/viewer watched the previous SNUs. In this way, I have manipulated the 

algorithm to keep some authorial control of the way the film is viewed.  

 ‘Dance’ has two OUT points: ‘Adult’ and ‘Art2’. ‘Adult’ is a series of diary based 

SNUs recording my life with Zelda. They are positive, and at times amusing in tone, as we 

see her performing such activities as exploring Dights Falls in inner Melbourne, meeting 

Totaro the rabbit in a café, and seeing a dog friendly film at the Astor Cinema.  

 ‘Art2’ consists of SNUs, similar to ‘Art1’, in that they explore the issue of the 

representation of dogs. We see two separate, but entangled narrative streams here. In one of 

them, I film an art class in which people are painting portraits of their dogs, and in which I 

then attempt the same activity. In the other stream, I interview my friend, artist Ros Winkler. 

Ros is one of the people who participated in my research by sending me footage of her life 

with her dog, Stirling. In this narrative stream, there is a SNU in which I interview her about 

her filming methods, as well as four SNUs she filmed documenting her life with Stirling, 

which as mentioned previously in Chapter Three, work as examples of the essayistic, and 

Korsakowian “sketch”. Again, I’m using the narrative trope of reflection, or mirroring, in 

which a datacloud reflects back on another datacloud in the first half of the film to open up 

questions about the representation of dogs. 

 The dataclouds of ‘Adult’ and ‘Art2’ are entangled with each other. One of these 

SNUs is titled ‘Acrobats’ and consists of footage of Zelda playing with her canine friends 

while a group of acrobats practice in the background. When I watch this SNU, I notice the 

quality of the early evening light, the shapes that the bodies of the acrobats make, and how 

those shapes dance with the circling of the joyful dogs as they ‘zoom’. I attempted to ensure 

that this would be the final SNU that the user/viewer would watch in this datacloud, by 
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giving it a SNU rating of 0.2. I did this because I wanted  the user/viewer to experience what 

is for me an aesthetically beautiful moment before moving onto the next part of the film, in 

which there is a major change in mood.  

 After ‘Acrobats’, the user/viewer is moved onto the pinchpoint with the IN point 

‘Disaster’. This is the third SNU in which I speak to camera to narrate a major story point. 

This time, I’m speaking about the fact that Zelda has become suddenly ill, and is in surgery 

as I speak.  

 The viewer is then moved onto a further pinchpoint with the IN point ‘Hospital’, 

which consists of observational documentary footage of Zelda being treated in hospital. 

These two SNUs were traumatic for me to film, and potentially traumatic for the audience to 

view. However, I choose to focus on how they function here in terms of narrative, and how 

the affordances of Korsakow effects that functionality.  

 
Figure 4.8: Design of Korsakow desktop for ‘Aliens Among Us’ 

 

In this figure, the main image is me speaking to camera, stating that I don’t know what the 

outcome of the critical surgery will be. In the thumbnail, we can see Zelda in hospital. In 

narrative terms, I’m setting up a highly dramatic question in the ‘Disaster’ SNU; will Zelda 

live, or not? However, the thumbnail below probably informs the user/viewer that she has 

lived through the surgery. I’m aware that Korsakow software allows the filmmaker to fade up 

the preview thumbnail at any time during the viewing of the main SNU, whereas I’ve chosen 

to always have the thumbnails appear at the same time. I could have chosen for the thumbnail 

to fade up at the end of the ‘Disaster’ SNU, therefore breaking with an aesthetic choice I’ve 
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made all through my Korsakow film, to create suspense about the outcome. But, this felt like 

it would have been a gratuitously cruel narrative move. I preferred to strongly hint to the 

user/viewer that Zelda would successfully survive surgery. 

 ‘Hospital’ has the OUT point ‘Recovery’ which includes four SNUs charting Zelda’s 

recovery from this traumatic surgery. We meet a much frailer, sadder dog in this datacloud. 

In this datacloud, I use social media posts I made at the time to chart her recovery and use the 

written Facebook text as voiceover for them, to create the impression of a ‘live’, 

contemporary diary. This is the only time I use extant social media posts. I did so here 

because I wanted the user/viewer to be able to experience the recovery process as it occurred. 

Using these posts is an essayistic move in which I utilise whatever mode of address I think 

mostly effectively carries the meaning I wish to convey, without being concerned whether it 

fits smoothly into a linear whole. Instead, my narrative jumps around utilising a variety of 

different modes, and relies on the disruptive affordances of Korsakow to weave them into a 

disrupted whole. 

 There are two other SNUs included in ‘Recovery’, which come from an interview 

with veterinary surgeon Dr. Jana Colichis. Jana was Zelda’s surgeon, and her care has 

extended through Zelda’s recovery. In these two SNUs, Jana speaks about the human/canine 

relationship from her professional perspective, including the trauma she now often feels when 

she needs to euthanize an animal. When I began my research, I thought that interviews with 

academics, such an anthrozoologists, and other canine professionals would form a strong 

thread that ran through my film, and would back up the more personal perspectives. I did 

several such interviews. However, I found that the only one that seemed to fit was the 

interview with Jana. I think this is because I also have developed a strong personal 

relationship with her, so that her interview sits in a similar situation as all the other 

contributions from friends, that make up the participative element in the film. The other 

interviews were with people I have no personal connection with, therefore they didn’t seem 

to fit with the intimate nature of the film.  

 This interview was conducted on Zoom videoconferencing software, because 

COVID-19 restrictions meant that I couldn’t visit Jana, personally. I felt unwilling to accept 

this limitation at first and wondered if I should wait until I could do a face to face interview. 

However, I have always welcomed the restrictions I’ve placed on the parameters of the 

practical research for this creative project; the fact that it’s shot on mobile cameraphones, and 

that very little professional polish would be added to it. Therefore, I understand the Zoom 

interview to be another parameter to work within. Interestingly, for the purposes of my 
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research, Zoom provided another mode of montage. It cut back and forth between Jana and I 

in a seemingly random way, therefore creating its own shot/reverse shot pattern. This is 

another example of a software algorithm helping to create my Korsakow-based story and 

makes a Zoom interview fit intriguingly into the affordances of the film. It’s outside the 

scope of my research to examine why the Zoom algorithm operates in this way, but I note 

this unexpected piece of algorithmic randomness. 

 The above four SNUs also have an OUT point titled ‘NewLife’ which alludes to 

Zelda’s post-recovery life. Again, I’ve used the strategy of lowering the SNU rating of a 

specific SNU, to make it appear late in the life of this datacloud, and thus use it to move the 

user/viewer onto to the next constellation of SNUs. In this case, the SNU is titled ‘Flaneuse’. 

This consists of footage of Zelda and I walking in the crowded Melbourne laneways and 

arcades in tribute to the notion of the flâneuse, which I wrote about in Chapter Two, with all 

its constituent richness of a dog exploring the city, primarily with her nose. I use another 

quote from Haraway over this footage, which refers to dogs and the “... ideologically loaded 

narratives of their lives”, and further states, “[s]tories are much bigger than ideologies. In that 

is our hope” (Haraway 2003: 17). This voiceover isn’t meant to directly correlate to the 

datacloud of SNUs that follow, or to shape a rigorous, linear argument. Again, I do this to 

open up an opportunity to ponder on what an ideological narrative of doghood might look 

like, without trying to answer the question. Furthermore, I gesture to the multiplicity of 

stories about dogs in my film, in the hope that the user/viewer thinks about the stories they 

also tell about dogs.   

 From here, we move to a datacloud of SNUs with the IN point ‘Nature/Culture’. This 

concept has first been mentioned in a voiceover during the datacloud ‘Art1’, mentioned 

above, in which there is a quote from Haraway. In this quote she describes this complex, 

messy relationship, which can deeply pleasurable but deeply fraught on both sides, as one in 

which both species have to live with the consequences of this intimacy (Haraway 2003: 11–

12).  

 There are SNUs in this datacloud that gesture to the concept of nature/culture, through 

grappling with the complexities of dogs living in a human culture, and humans living in a dog 

culture. In one of them, Zelda is blessed by an Anglican priest on St. Francis’ Day. In another 

my friend, and canine photographer, Heather Walkerden, speaks about why she always 

wanted a whippet as opposed to any other breed, or type of dog. It is the specificities of the 

whippet that have been developed through generations of selective breeding, which speak to 
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her and her desires. At the same time, it’s clear through the loving gaze of her photographs 

which make up this SNU, that the specificities of the whippet have also changed her.  

 Another SNU in this series, is formed by a still photo of Caresse Crosby, and her 

whippet, Narcisse Noir. Caresse was a rich North American expatriate who lived in Paris in 

the 1920s, and played an important role in the avant-garde artistic community there. She was 

known for her love of her whippets who accompanied her everywhere (Hamalion 2005: 32). 

Narcisse Noir was adored by Pablo Picasso and feared by James Joyce (Hamalion 2005: 63–

64). This SNU gestures to the social history of the breed and how that can be positioned 

alongside a history of avant-garde artistic practice. 

 Another series of SNUs within the constellation ‘Nature/Culture’ is a series about 

street dogs in New Delhi. My friend and documentary maker, Gargi Sen, has been feeding 

the dogs who live in her street and who are reliant on the people who dwell there to feed 

them. Gargi sent me a series of observational footage, and footage in which she speaks to 

camera, to talk about the local history of these dogs, and how the COVID-19 lockdown has 

affected them. This is an example of how humans and dogs work together to narrate a co-

history of nature/culture during a crucial global event.   

 My interview with Jana also appears in this datacloud, in which she talks about how 

selective breeding has created dog breeds, such as French Bulldogs, with medical issues but 

concludes that we love our dogs anyway. The pampered, but medically compromised dogs 

she discusses, are a far cry from the Delhi street dogs, who appear surprisingly healthy, and 

happy.  

 

I would now like to connect these disparate visions together in a rhetorical move to tie dogs 

to human histories, and people to canine histories, in a way that narrates the concept of 

nature/culture.   

 ‘Nature/Culture’ is linked to a SNU titled ‘Archive’, which is archival newsreel 

footage of whippet racing in Ireland, filmed in the 1930s. I use this newsreel footage to open 

up questions of nature/culture again, about the whippet breed. The Whippet Association of 

Victoria informs us that there are two theories about the history of the breed; one that it is an 

ancient breed, and the other that it was first bred by miners in Northern England to supply 

them with a dog that was fast enough to hunt with, but cheaper to keep than a greyhound. 

Therefore, they crossed small greyhounds with terriers to create the whippet. These dogs 

were also used to race on the weekend; an activity that gave delight to both whippets and 

humans alike (Whippet Association of Victoria website: n.d.).  



   122  

 I contrast this with the previous SNU concerning Caresse Crosby and Narcisse Noir. 

We can see how the beat of nature/culture runs through the life of a pampered pet owned by a 

rich bohemian, who painted his nails gold, and the working-class miners’ dog who was 

essential to the welfare of families by her capacity for catching rabbits for dinner. This 

history is narrated through the bodies my whippets, Agnes and Zelda, who live to run and 

chase, but are more than happy to live a luxurious life as well. The fact that Zelda is named 

after Zelda Fitzgerald, wife of F. Scott Fitzgerald, and in my opinion an under-rated writer 

herself, is referred to several times in my Korsakow film. In the SNU concerning Caresse 

Crosby, my voiceover wonders whether she ever met Zelda in Paris during the 1920s, when 

they both lived there. I can find no record of this, but I use an essayistic playfulness to 

conjure this meeting into being.  

 ‘Archive’ is a pinchpoint, and therefore a SNU that the user/viewer must watch. I use 

this to move onto the final section of the film titled ‘Racing’. This consists of three SNUs in 

which Zelda and I travel to an amateur whippet race meeting. In this way the history of the 

whippet is narrated through 1930s archival and contemporary mobile cameraphone footage 

filmed almost ninety years later, to speak about nature/culture and the co-evolution of people 

and dogs. The final SNU is slow motion footage of Zelda attempting her first race. I decided 

to always end my Korsakow film in this way because it creates a moment of joyful closure, 

as the user/viewer has travelled with us from her critical illness, through her recovery, to the 

‘happy ending’.  

 Bettina Frankham writes about a poetic approach to documentary, as one that will “sit 

across the imagined boundaries of art and documentary practice” (Frankham 2013: 1–2). 

Furthermore, that the poetic is “in tandem with modernism as a way of representing reality in 

terms of a series of fragments, subjective impressions, incoherent acts, and loose 

associations” (Nichols cited in Frankham 2013: 14). This idea of the poetic resonates strongly 

with Dean Keep’s idea of the evocative documentary, which he argues, “invites a poetic turn” 

concerned with “capturing fragments of lived experience” (Keep 2015). This idea of the 

‘poetic’, the ‘evocative’ folds back into the idea of the playfulness, digressiveness, and the 

“freedom, inquisitiveness and spontaneity” posited by Rascaroli (2017: 2) as the key 

affordances of the essay film. 

 One of the key affordances of my Korsakow film I noticed while watching many 

iterations of it, was unexpected correspondences between images, and moments that were 

brought into being without me planning for it. I was often surprised by the sparks that were 

created for me when one SNU was placed orthogonally against another. For instance, Heather 
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Walkerden talking about only shopping in places where dogs were allowed, placed at an 

angle near a SNU of Zelda waiting patiently for me outside a shop. Or a SNU of New Delhi 

street dogs being fed as an act of charity, butting up against footage of Zelda enjoying the 

luxury of rolling on my bed.  

 These fragments of insights are truly ephemeral because even as the filmmaker, I 

can’t force them to be repeated. However, other moments and images will replace them the 

next time I view the film. I note this as a key affordance of the Korsakow film as a form of 

essayistic practice; as the filmmaker I become simultaneously a user/viewer because each 

iteration is a surprise to me, and may never be repeated. 

 I want these connections, partly random, partly determined by the filmmaker, to open 

up ideas and offer flashes of insight about people and dogs, as the small constellations of 

interconnected SNUs grow into larger constellations constituting a form of the essay film.  

 

Nick Fraser writes passionately about what he considers a good documentary to be: 

  

Good docs appear to wrest a degree of coherence from the contingent mess of life, but 
when we finally leave them we must be aware that the ordering was wholly 
provisional. That’s the only real way to make a documentary film – by setting out 
what you believe to be true, or beautiful, and destroying any certainty by implying 
that, yes, it could have been described in a near-myriad other ways. This comes down, 
I think, to having a strategy for life while being prepared to abandon it. What other 
way is there of staying alive? (Fraser 2016). 
 

This emphasis on searching for coherence of meaning, while being aware that none actually 

exists, and living through, and with the contingent fragments instead, feels like a formula that 

works with the strengths of the Korsakow film as a strategy for my fragmented narrative.       

 In working to build my Korsakow film, I have come to understand how this specific 

form of software can be used to create a fragmented narrative, that succeeds in exploring the 

relationship between people and their dogs, utilising the essayistic mode. This is a mode that 

privileges the asking of questions, and the exploration of ideas, working with a variety of 

modes and genres, rather than attempting to answer questions with certainty. My exploration 

of narrative, albeit a fragmented one, adds new knowledge to the study of Korsakow software 

because it builds on the work of writers such as Miles, Thalhofer, Brasier, Weidle, and Wiehl 

as referenced in Chapter 3 and 4, to offer an understanding of narrative that can be utilised as 

one possible model for the making, and viewing, of the Korsakow-based film.   
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Thus, I have now completed my reflection on the particular insights that were accorded me 

during the planning and production and performance-testing of ‘Aliens Among Us’. All that 

remains now is for me to use the ‘Conclusion’ of this exegesis to summarise the new 

knowledge that I have added to the connected fields of the essay film, filming with a mobile 

cameraphone, and the Korsakow-based film, demonstrating that the Korsakow-based film, 

shot on a mobile cameraphone constitutes a new and presently piquant and pertinent form of 

the essay film.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

As stated within the Preface of this exegesis I have sought to add to the extant store of 

knowledge or understanding concerning four linked clusters of culturally determined 

phenomena: 

 

1.   The essay film as a form of interactive documentary 

2.   Issues pertaining to the use of the cameraphone as a tool for shooting a non-linear 

essay film  

3.   The non-linear essay film, specifically authored using Korsakow software 

4.   The relationship between people and dogs. This fourth cluster of knowledge is 

threaded through the first three.    

   

I have chosen to research this linked set of culturally determined phenomena because, as an 

experienced industry based filmmaker, I wanted to set myself an investigative challenge 

prompting me to discover new knowledge by entering the realm of the interactive 

documentary, an area in which I have never previously worked and that is presently relatively 

under-researched. I also wanted to set up an intimately reflective research practice which 

allowed me to create an artefact that was low budget and that was almost entirely the result of 

my own decisions and actions. Because of these research-based desires, I decided that 

investigating the affordances of the mobile phone camera, and the Korsakow-based film in 

relation to the essay film, would set up a series of research challenges and questions that 

would enable me to make a contribution to knowledge. To be clear and finally accountable, 

let me re-state the research questions: what are the affordances of the personal essay film 

which functions as a participatory, non-linear documentary, utilising mobile phone 

technology with which to film and Korsakow software for authoring? The exegesis further 

examined the relationship between, specifically, the Korsakow-based non-linear documentary 

and the essay film.  

 In addition to the main inquiry, ‘Aliens Among Us’ shed light on the relationship 

between people and their dogs. I emphasised within this research that the complex 

human/animal relationship is what concerned me, rather than the nature of dogs, themselves. 

Throughout this research I have produced fresh knowledge about this relationship, but I 
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understand this to be ancillary knowledge in relation to the principal research question I have 

asked throughout this research journey.  

 Therefore, in this conclusion I will summarise what was discovered about these 

questions both through my exegesis and creative artefact and it will be indicated here how 

these discoveries might contribute to the work of others, in the future. 

 The affordances of the essay film, and how it might function as an interactive 

Korsakow film, became a compelling research topic for me because these affordances could 

not be neatly described by listing specific characteristics that typified a genre. Rather, 

through my investigations it became apparent that there were a series of linked tendencies 

that could be used to describe how the essay film functions. Key to this understanding was 

Richter’s (Richter: 1940) early description that specified how the essay film is different than 

the documentary, through his insight that the documentary can only show the tangible, but 

the essay film can show the intangible and can therefore operate as a form of thinking about a 

subject. In this way, I found that the essay film was suitable as a way for me to think about 

my subject, the relationship between people and dogs, without necessitating a series of 

concretely visible answers to tangible questions. This realisation allowed me to play freely 

with the questions offered up implicitly in my artefact. Rather than having to arrive at 

definite statements about this relationship, I have enabled a plethora of voices, moments, and 

reflections to be woven together, highlighting different perspectives for expansive and 

adventurous thinking about this relationship.  

 As I continued my investigations, conceptualising my artefact as a form of the essay 

film also became central to my research into using a mobile cameraphone with which to film. 

As argued in Chapter Two, the essay film arose, in part, from a series of technological 

changes that allowed filmmakers access to low cost, portable cameras, starting with 16mm 

cameras, and concluding in this historical moment, with mobile cameraphones. This 

ubiquitous device enabled me to practice a form of cinécriture, as described by Agnes Varda, 

or ‘writing for the screen’, as described by Bettina Frankham, in which my mobile 

cameraphone served as a recording device, a notebook, a moodboard, and a diary. This 

device enabled me to create a low budget, intimate essay film, one that allowed me to think in 

pictures. It also dovetailed neatly with the essay film’s tendency towards “freedom, 

inquisitiveness, and spontaneity” (Rascaroli 2017: 2).   

 Additionally, I discovered that filming with a mobile cameraphone also fulfilled the 

essay film’s tendency towards embodiment, in which, “[t]he “I” of the essay film always 

clearly and strongly implicates a “you”.” (Rascaroli 2008: 29). Rascaroli’s insight functioned 
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as another crucial insight for my research. This embodiment was captured by the way the 

mobile phone camera is connected directly to the body, without other paraphernalia and 

personnel (or “crew”) interrupting that direct link. I found that this idea of embodiment tied 

into Dean Keep’s idea of the ‘evocative documentary’; a term which engages with the notion 

of what a documentary might be when it becomes a process in which “individuals are 

engaged in the act of capturing fragments of lived experiences” (Keep 2015). As these 

insights were investigated, I became strongly aware that the artefact created had become an 

interactive essay film, which was an engagement with the relationship between myself and 

my dogs. It also demonstrated how those relationships were used as a mode of engagement 

with relationships with people, places and communities, within everyday life. This interactive 

essay film showed myself as a protagonist situated within an apartment, café, park, beach, 

and cinema; all representing fragments of my daily lived experience that gained further 

resonance through the stories of my dogs, which were woven through my daily life.  

 

        To move on now to the affordances of the Korsakow film, as a form of the essay film, I 

reiterate a quote from Chapter One, in which Paul Arthur wrote that: “... one way to think 

about the essay film is as a meeting ground for documentary, avant-garde and art film 

impulses” (Arthur 2003: 169). This quote resonated with my research because the Korsakow 

film also seemed to be a form that had the potential to hover provocatively and productively 

between a variety of different registers. Through the research investigation I have found that 

the affordances of the essay film and of the Korsakow film together enabled utilisation of a 

wide variety of tones and registers within my artefact including, for example,  the diary, the 

interview, TikTok and Facebook social media posts, a complete short film, a newsreel, a 

flashback, and historical supposition (in the case of the Caresse Crosby SNU). This 

conjunction of the essay film and the Korsakow-film formats also allowed me to work 

evocatively and unapologetically within a range of different screen ratios, including 16:9, the 

square, the portrait, and with different pixel resolutions from different cameraphones.  

 I found that there was no need for these SNUs to cohere according to old 

‘professional’ notions of the well-made or high-production-value film. In fact, I came to 

understand how striving towards coherence would work against the strengths of the 

Korsakow film. Even so, as noted in Chapter Four, I resolved to construct a “narrative spine” 

that ran through my artefact: namely, the story of the life and death of my two dogs. As I 

observed several times throughout my exegesis, a Korsakow film works with the tension 

created between the ways in which I chose to build the artefact, the ways in which the 
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computer algorithm presents choices to the user/viewer when they are presented with a series 

of SNUs on their desktop, and the choices that the user/viewer makes when they click on a 

SNU. Throughout my investigation I worked with numerous iterations of the artefact so as to 

discover how it functioned as a form of the essay film. This investigation, through working 

with iterations of the artefact, enabled the decision to choose a comparatively strong degree 

of authorial control over my narrative, so the user/viewer might experience key, directively 

meaningful moments that were constructed throughout the narrative. I am also very much 

aware that there are many other choices I could have made in the construction of the 

Korsakow-based film, and it should be noted that the decisions made in relation to the 

patterning and interwoven nature of the SNUs became one of the chief research issues or 

‘problems’ explored during the building of the research artefact.  

 

As stated above, knowledge gained about people and dogs, during this research investigation, 

was threaded throughout the four previous chapters. I wish to emphasise as part of these 

conclusory remarks that this exegesis will not be putting forward any integrated theory about 

this relationship. Instead, the knowledge gained about people and their dogs is tangential, 

experiential, and provisional. It has been gained by closely observing the footage which my 

research participants and I filmed, and it has been thought about in relationship to my reading 

of such writers as Donna Haraway, and Alice A. Kuzniar. 

 Knowledge gained about the relationship between people and dogs is threaded 

through this exegesis, and this knowledge appears both explicitly and implicitly throughout 

my artefact. There is very little expository information in my artefact, as I have striven for it 

to be non-didactic in tone. Rather, a poetic tone has been created, one which was designed for 

the viewer/user to glean what they could, and what they wished to, having viewed the film. 

Through this process it was discovered that the nature of the Korsakow film as a form of the 

essay means that it encourages knowledge to be presented in this way, which is fragmented, 

open-ended, question-driven and open to contending interpretations.  

 When building my Korsakow film, I did so bearing in mind the writings of Donna 

Haraway. In particular, I was guided by her idea that, “Dogs are not surrogates for theory; 

they are not here just to think with. They are here to live with” (Haraway 2003: 5), and that 

“[s]tories are much bigger than ideologies” (Haraway 2003: 17). Therefore, I came to 

understand that it was best to approach the human/canine relationship as a series of stories, 

told through words, sounds, and images, as a key strategy for seeking to find how people and 

dogs live with each other. Haraway guides her readers to think more incisively “about the 
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implosion of nature and culture in the relentlessly historically specific, joint lives of dogs and 

people, who are bonded in specific otherness” (Haraway 2003: 16). It is this “conjoined 

dance of face-to-face significant otherness” (Haraway 2003: 41, emphasis in original) that 

was played out in my Korsakow film. This can be seen literally in the final SNU in which we 

see whippets returning to owners after a disrupted race. Metaphorically, we saw in the 

trajectories of the several whippets, an assemblage of different investigations, arguments and 

interpretations. They played happily with each other, instead of chasing the lure, and then 

they danced around their owners who try to grab them and put them safely back on lead.  

 In another quote I use in my artefact, Haraway reminds us that “The relationship is 

not especially nice; it is full of waste, cruelty, indifference, ignorance, and loss, as well as of 

joy, invention, labor, intelligence, and play” (Haraway 2003: 11–12). I used this quote over a 

montage of vintage drawings of various dog breeds, because I wanted the user/viewer to 

potentially ponder their own relationship with their dog, as well as to visually point out how 

different breeds of dogs are “hailed” into culture in different ways. This may vary from the 

bloodhound which was used to hunt down slaves, to the whippet which was bred to hunt 

rabbits for their working class owners. Because I own whippets I’m especially interested in 

how that breed has been interpellated into culture. In my Korsakow film, I made this visible 

in a variety of ways. I drew a historical line by using a 1930s clip from Ireland of whippets 

racing, as a way into the final section of my film in which I went whippet racing with Zelda 

for the first time. I also contrasted this historical idea of whippets being a breed created by 

working class people through the use of a faux-archival clip of Caresse Crosby, and her 

whippet Narcisse Noir, an example of a whippet who lived a privileged life in Paris in the 

1920s. I hope that user/viewers could also contrast this privilege (whether it be the 1920s or 

the privileged life of a pet dog in the 2020s) with the group of SNUs shot by Gargi Sen, about 

the life of street dogs in Delhi during COVD-19 lockdown.  

 This “conjoined dance of face-to-face significant otherness”, as described by 

Haraway, is also alluded to by the network of glances between dogs and people that played 

out through the film. For example, there was the look that Zelda gave me during her first 

walk after her surgery, which I interpreted as being pained and resentful. Another example 

can be found in the way my Mum and her dog Misty sat quietly together, deep within their 

relationship, with no need to make a fuss about it.  
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Figure 5.1 

 

This network of fragmentary connections, which I came to understand as one of the chief 

tendencies of the Korsakow film, plays out in many ways, and links it to essayistic practice. 

One small example of how the artefact worked as essayistic practice can be seen in Figure 5.1 

above. The main image shows Zelda sitting as she waits for me outside a shop. Directly 

underneath is a thumbnail of a Delhi street dog sitting in a similar pose, also waiting. This 

serendipitous juxtaposition implicitly opens up questions for the viewer about how these two 

dogs are interpellated into culture, and with their relationships to the people they’re waiting 

for. The first dog is a privileged animal wearing a coat to keep her warm in winter, and 

waiting for a devoted owner before she returns home for dinner. The second dog is a street 

dog dependent on the charity of locals for her care. The difference is in some ways vast; yet 

they still dogs, waiting. This minor key moment of juxtaposition may never occur again for 

the user/viewer even if they watch multiple times. It’s one of the key affordances of the 

Korsakow film that these adjacent moments are fleeting, and the viewer never has the power 

to repeat it if they so want.  

 

         In producing both my creative artefact and this exegesis, I have discovered and 

demonstrated that this is how the Korsakow film works powerfully as essayistic practice. Its 

ephemerality enables the user/viewer to make their own connections, ask their own questions 



   131  

about dogs and people. As the builder of the Korsakow film, I can work to create these 

possible moments of epiphany, as described by the essay filmmaker, Alexander Kluge 

(Thomas 2017), which I wrote about in Chapter One, but I can’t know for sure that they will 

occur. These moments also surprised me, as the putative author of the work and made me ask 

questions about the human/canine bond that may have never occurred to me if I had not 

encountered the affordances of the Korsakow format. This relational serendipity (loosely 

structured, not random) is one of the pleasures, and one of the strengths drawn from working 

with the Korsakow film as an essay film.  

 I also came to understand that this moment of possible epiphany (how are these dogs’ 

lives the same, how are they different?) is only possible because of the mobile cameraphone. 

Its pervasiveness and ubiquity make it a device that is well suited to asking the questions, and 

capturing the moments necessary for a non-linear essay film.  

 My investigations showed me that all this dovetails neatly into the key idea of 

“writing for the screen”. I can download these evocative moments from my device, ruminate 

of their meaning, edit them using linear software, and then upload them into my Korsakow 

film. I can also ask other participants to do the same thing, without being concerned about 

their technical skills. The different juxtapositions of each SNU that will be created by their 

relationships to other SNUs, then allows me to think about them again, perhaps change their 

hashtagging so that they will appear in my artefact in a different way, thus creating other 

juxtapositions, and other  possible ephemeral moments, both for myself, and for the 

user/viewer. 

 This process can be repeated again and again, as an act of “writing for the screen”. 

Currently my artefact consists of 95 SNUs. It’s open-ended, in that I could keep adding more 

SNUs. The story could continue to reverberate and change, until I find the process tedious 

(for me or for the viewer), or feel that it is complete in some way.  

 As well as functioning as a record of my relationships with my dogs, I became aware 

that my artefact also came to function as an essay film on death and grief. Humming 

throughout it is a threnody in which my relationship with my dogs forces me to come to 

terms with these issues. Often this is obvious, as I confront Agnes’ death, and grapple with 

the possibility of Zelda’s death. My friend Finn’s moving exploration of his dog Lucky’s 

death, also stands in place as an exploration of my own emotions. This theme is also explored 

implicitly in the two SNUs of my mother and her dog, Misty. They were filmed shortly 

before her death. I chose not to speak about that in my artefact. However, that 
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incontrovertible fact is there unspoken, and some alert user/viewer may realise that these two 

SNUs have this specific implication.  

 

In summary, my investigation into the use of Korsakow software as a tool to make an essay 

film, utilising mobile cameraphones to film, showed that the weaving together of fragments 

to tell a story; one that hovered between different modes of coherency, and used different 

styles, genres, and registers, is a rich way to open up questions of the relationships between 

people and their dogs. It worked with the strengths of the essay film, by privileging 

uncertainty, the opening up of questions, and the privileging of a multiplicity of voices, who 

act as embodied individuals addressing other embodied individuals. These methodologies 

were bolstered by working with mobile cameraphones, because their ubiquity and ease of use 

encouraged a practice which engaged with the notion of “writing with the screen”, and 

enabled differing participants to film their dogs in ways which addressed their relationships 

and thus ensured a polyvocality was present within the research artefact.  

 

          In considering what new knowledge has been contributed through my research, I have 

learned that my exploration of Korsakow software as a form of storytelling, working within 

the parameters of the essay form, expands on the research of writers such as Adrian Miles, 

Florian Thalhofer, and Hannah Brasier, by shifting the investigation away from the idea of a 

‘database’ film, and towards the idea of working with Korsakow software as a tool for a form 

of narrative storytelling. I have also used the work of Ursula Le Guin and Donna Haraway to 

open up questions around how a ‘baggy’ narrative might work for the both the maker and the 

user/viewer of a Korsakow-based film. 

 This form of narrative is fragmented, and weaves together SNUs that work to open up 

essayistic questions around a subject. My investigation yielded insights into the affordances 

of the essay film, working with the mobile cameraphone, and the affordances of the 

Korsakow-based film, and how these three topics work fruitfully together to create a 

distinctive form; the Korsakow film shot on a mobile cameraphone, as a form of the essay 

film. 

 I hope that my research, and knowledge quest, will be useful in building on other 

writers and makers work, and offer insights for the production of Korsakow-based films, shot 

on a mobile cameraphone, in the future.  
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Finally, I conclude this exegesis with a vivid idea borrowed from the reflections of an artist 

working in an aesthetic form very different from the Korsakow essay.  I have read many 

metaphors during my research that have addressed the various issues that surround the 

fragmentary and incoherent nature of non-linear narrative. One of the most telling, and richly 

poetic, that reaches into the complexities of working in this mode, is this, from an interview 

with the singer, songwriter, composer and writer, Nick Cave. 

 

The idea that we live life in a straight line, like a story, seems to me to be increasingly 
absurd and, more than anything, a kind of intellectual convenience ... I feel that the 
events in our lives are like a series of bells being struck and the vibrations spread 
outwards, affecting everything, our present, and our futures, of course, but our past as 
well. Everything is changing and vibrating and in flux (Cave cited in Mordue 2017). 
 

This interview excerpt reflects the experience of my knowledge quest, as I have come to 

understand that the research journey I have taken with my dogs, and my wider community,  

constitutes a series of interwoven fragments, that together vibrate out from my past to an 

everchanging present, and future. 
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