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Ilona Hongisto’s Soul of the Documentary: Framing, Expression, Ethics
theorises “an aesthetics of the frame” in order to rethink documentary
cinema’s relation to the real, which Hongisto argues is one of participation
in the world’s expressive becoming (p. 14). Building on Aristotle’s view
that the soul describes the possibilities immanent to the body, the “soul”
of documentary refers to documentary’s ability to articulate its own
capacities as it reframes, observes and witnesses the world (pp. 18–19).
Influenced by New Materialism, the book argues that framing gives form
to pro-filmic reality, and that it intensifies the expressivity of the material
world by imposing limits on it. Moreover, framing is a fundamentally
relational process; while frames draw boundaries around documents,
bodies, and events, they also mark a threshold between the image and
what remains beyond the frame. To build her argument, Hongisto
introduces three processes enacted by the documentary frame: imagination
(chapters 1–2), fabulation (chapters 3–4), and affection (chapters 5–6),
which I will explain in more detail below.

Soul of the Documentary fits within a broader constellation of recent
works that take a philosophical approach to documentary aesthetics and
ethics (see Renov 2004; Cooper 2006; Wahlberg 2008; Nagib 2011;
Piotrowska 2014; Nichols 2016). Unlike earlier works that foreground
the documentary filmmaker’s responsibility to her subjects as the
primary ethical consideration, these authors focus their attention on
documentary form and its power creatively to shape reality. The screen is
conceptualised as a site of negotiation between filmmakers, viewers, and
filmed subjects, and ethics is discussed less in terms of moral
judgments than as an investigation into how documentaries orchestrate
relationships between subjects coexisting in a shared world. Soul of the
Documentary continues this trend, for example in its consideration of how
Kaksi enoa/Two Uncles (Kanerva Cederström, Finland, 1991) imbues
the photographic image with intense subjective investment. For, while
documentary scholars have in the past privileged the photographic image’s
indexical relation to the real, Hongisto highlights how the repeated use of
the photograph of the filmmaker’s missing uncle functions in Two Uncles
not just as a visible sign/evidence of what has been, but for how it directs
the viewer’s attention beyond the photograph’s visible content and to the
external field. Hongisto argues that the photograph therefore operates on
two levels: one of certainty as an indexical trace of the real, and one of
uncertainty by pointing to a subjunctive reality that may or may not have
existed after the photograph was taken (the life of the missing uncle after
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the taking of the photograph). The photograph is thus indexical in the
sense of marking a fixed past, but it also points to what lies beyond
the frame, thus activating the viewer’s imagination to “fill in the gaps”
between image and referent. Hongisto stresses that this process does not
work towards filling in an omitted chapter in the film’s existing historical
narrative, but rather that it works to reimagine new historical possibilities
for political and social change.

After using imagination to reconsider documentaries that make use of
archival documents, Hongisto turns to the trope of “fabulation” in order
to think through the powers of observational documentaries. For her,
observational documentaries creatively reshape reality through the
performative practice of framing, which interacts with and amplifies
the performance of social subjects in front of the camera. Borrowing
from Gilles Deleuze, who argues that “fabulation” in cinema refers to a
character’s self-invention through the creative act of storytelling, Hongisto
claims that observational documentary “participates in and co-composes
fabulous telling as it unfolds in the generative relationality between the
filmmaker, the camera, and the real characters” (p. 67). In other words,
filming involves a process of negotiation between filmmaker and subject,
who co-create a new mode of being in the world through cooperative
storytelling. Hongisto’s examples include Little Edie in Grey Gardens
(Albert and David Maysles, USA, 1975): Little Edie engages in an act of
resistance as she performs for the camera, actively reinventing herself in
a space that becomes “a stage of possibilities” instead of a dilapidated
mansion (p. 78).

Hongisto offers affection as her final theoretical framework, which
places the emphasis on framing as a generator of affective potential.
For her, documentary’s political power does not come from producing
arguments, but from “attuning the viewer” to invisible processes
and sensations that otherwise resist visibility (p. 21). She points to
documentaries like D’Est/From the East (Chantal Akerman, Belgium,
1993) and Trans-Siberia, Muistiinpanoja leireiltä/Trans-Siberia: Notes
from the Camps (Kanerva Cederström, Finland, 1999), which both use
framing to create oppositions between stillness and motion. The changing
momentum of these films reflects the hesitancies, restrictions and
disruptions experienced during a tumultuous period in Eastern Europe.
Hongisto contends these sensations are “preserved in the documentary’s
audiovisual form,” which “encourages the viewer to think about what the
documentary nevertheless refuses to show” (p. 131). She argues that the
choice to reference but not to show images of the Dalstroi prison camps
in Trans-Siberia is noteworthy considering that the film was made at a
time when documentary evidence was newly available to the public.
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Hongisto suggests that this disjuncture between the visible image and its
historical excess “creates a shock” that does not serve epistemological
understanding, but rather shows us that “we are incapable of thinking
about the camps at this moment in time” (p. 132). By imposing limits
on the visible field, framing intensifies this disjuncture and evokes
sensations that resonate with lived experience while simultaneously
positing that these experiences cannot be thought as such.

Through its exploration of the relationship between the visible and non-
visible dimensions of lived experience Soul of the Documentary taps into an
emerging interest in film and visual culture studies. The book recalls other
philosophical works like Sarah Cooper’s The Soul of Film Theory (2013),
which traces the various ways in which the term “soul” has been
leveraged as a means of articulating the animating force of the moving
image. Both Cooper and Hongisto are trying to get at things that reside
before, beyond, or between images, and yet which also shape our visual
experience. For Hongisto, by operating on the edge of the image while
nonetheless shaping our visual experience, the frame acts as a powerful
threshold between the visible and its invisible correlates, like memories,
affects, and sensations.

The book takes a novel approach to documentary and presents its case
in a succinct and coherent way. Yet one might offer a critique that, while
touching on significant theoretical concepts and scholarly debates in the
field of documentary studies, the book passes over them too quickly in
order instead to elaborate its philosophical concerns. This may disappoint
some documentary scholars, who no doubt will be aware of the
importance that framing plays in the work of Vivian Sobchack (2004)
and Bill Nichols (1991), among others. Hongisto does situate herself
within this broader constellation of documentary scholarship, but it is
unfortunate that there is not more done to contextualise her ideas within
the established field. For these reasons I would categorise Soul of the
Documentary under the heading of film-philosophy more than
documentary studies. Indeed, the book’s philosophical engagement with
framing will be of interest to scholars in film and media studies who may
not be specifically interested in documentary. At the same time,
documentary scholars may find value in a book like Soul of the
Documentary because it pushes the boundaries of the field, which
otherwise tends to rely on historiographical and phenomenological
methodologies, in productive new directions.

Laurel Ahnert
Georgia State University
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