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ONE-MAN VIDEO VERITE: THOUGHTS ON SCENES FROM UNDERGROUND

by
Barry Strongin

Submitted to the Department of Architecture on Junes 22, 1984
in partial fulfillment of the requiresments for ths Dsgrases of
Master of Scisnce in Visual Studies.

ABSTRACT

This thesis considers the making of a documentary videsotapsz
on the Red Line Subway Extznsion project in Cambridges and
Somerville, Massachusetts sntitled Scenes From Undesrground.
It traces my initial plans for an expository 16mm film on
the Red Line construction work occurring alongside Harvard
" University in Harvard Square. It then tells of how the
influence of onz-psrson cinema verite filmmaking resultesd
in the similar use of light-weight video tape recording
equipment, and the subsequent utilization of this equipmzat
in the tunnels and subway station construction sites of the
Red Line Extension project.

The paper asserts that the video medium is ideally suitad
for a non-preconceived approach to documeantary work and
that the rules and conventions govesraning observational
filmmaking are applicables to video.

The videotape Scenss From Underground is 37 miautes long

and was originally shot on 1/2" VHS and 3/4" U-matiz cassstte.
It has black and white and color sequsnecess, and the sound
track is in English.

Thesis Supervisor: Richard Lesacock
Title: Professor of Cinena
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INTRODUCTION

In The Hidden Injuries of Class, Richard Sennett and

Jonathan Cobb examine the intzrnal conflicts blue collar
workers struggle with when they comparzs themselves to the
educated classes above them. Their findings, which ares based
on extensive interviews with men and women from the Bost.on
area, reveal a troubling aspsct of lower class standing. For
working people, even those who are remuneratead well for their
labor, feeslings of denied freedom and dignity prevail in
their lives.

In a wide variety of contexts whare Boston

manual laborers sought tc piapoint what they

might lack parsonally that would make them

feel so vulnerable in the facs of people of

a higher class it was always notions of mind

and intelligence that they resorted. . .

- « . yet the people speaking above all feel

that they never enjoysd the freedom to really

develop themselves inside--thz frasedom that1

they think middle c¢lass pa2ople have had.
Sennett and Cobb go on to show how thesa men and women endure
the indignities of eclass, and the emotional and psychological
toll it takes on themselvas and their families.

The many ideas and insights into human natursz and

aspiration in Th2 Hidden Injuriss of Class have intereested me

since I first read the study in 1980. Scen=s From Underground,

a documentary videotape on the Red Linz Subway Extension

1. Richard Seanstt and Jonathan Cobb, The Hiddesa Iajuri=s
of Class (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), p. 118.
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Project in Cambridge, Massachusetts, which is the 3ubject of
this paper, grew out of an garly impulse to apply the Seanstt
and Cobb thesis to an environment where blue collar work and

higher education were, and s3till are, pronouncedly juxtaposed.

* * *

The Red Line Subway extension work in Harvard Square is
part of a larger public works project to extend ths seventy-
fﬁur year old subway line 3.5 miles northwest of Harvard
University. Over the past six years, adjaceant sections of the
Square have beesn excavated and roofed over as a neaw subway
station has been built, piecemeal. The station is now nearinag
completion. It connects the tunnels of the new branch,
which begin on the northern perimeter of Harvard Squarea
(under Flagstaff Park), with the original Red Line track, which
had ﬁerminated in the ceater of the square.

During my first year in Cambridge, from 1981 to 1982, I
passed through Harvard Square frequently. I bscamz familiar
with the construction arsas and would watch the laborers.

A deep excavation site had been created at the base of Harvard
University's Lehman Hall,1 revealing the Red Line subway cars
entering and departing the square.

Lehman Hall is an impressive nzo-colonial building that

is visually at the center of Harvard Square, whers Massachusstts

1. This site would eventually be the corridor through
whieh subway cars eatering the new branch would travel.
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Avenue turns north, and is emblematic of the University itself.
That year it stood directly over the construction site, Seeming-
ly balanced on a precipice, though actually supported ffom
collapsing into thes work arsa by an underground slurry wall
that had been poured a year earlier. Viewing this rising and
falling cityscape, one got tha impression that the hierarchi-
cal relationship among two social classes was being illustrated:
Harvard University and the members of its community on the
street above, and blue collar workers on the Red Line construc-
tion project in the ground below.

I had noticed that the members of these two respesctive
milieus would eross paths in the Square but would never meas=t
or interact. During the warmer moaths, some of the laborers
would sit by the Holyoke Plaza across from Harvard Yard during
their lunch break and ogle the attractive co-eds who passad
by on the sidewalk. I wondzsrsd if on anothear lavel they
experienced frustration bzcause of ths class distinetions
impliecit in this Setting. The laborers I =ncounterasd and
began speaking with in the fall of 195 did not confirm this.
Affable men like Carmen DelLuca, a 50 yzar old Perini coastruc-
tion workesr, took pride in the Red Lina effort, which, in
the close quarters of Harvard Square, was an enginesering feat.
James Bordon, an older black machine operator, se=med
indifferesnt to the fact that a presstigious univesrsity was

within arm's raach.
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I did.not feel that their responses were conclusive or @
even representative, for I had not spoken to, nor did I even
know how to approach the younger college-age laborers at the
aite. Questioning them about heightened feelings of "denied
dignity" as a result of working near Harvard University seemed

presumptuous.

SHOOTING: FIRST ATTEMPTS

Even though I hadn't proven the Sennett and Cobb thesis,
I set out in the winter of 1981 to begin a short film that
would portray the adjacency of the Harvard University and Red
Line environments. The documentaries of Leo Hurwiéz ware an
influesnce at the time, and I envisioned creating a film that
would convey my ideological perceptions of the setting

through the synthetic use of imagse, souad, and narration.

Hurwitz's film on the Detroit Institute of Art, The Island
(1968), seemed an appropriate cinematic model. By intercut-
ting images of paintings (such as Van Cogh's szlf-portrait,
a Goya, a Picasso) with static shots from the surroundiag
Detroit slums, he conveys through montage the museum'é role
as a sanctuary while also implying the social awareness of
the respective paintesr and paintiag.

The juxtaposition of two dissimilar worlds as achisvad

ia Thz Island was what I had in miad for Harvard Squars. I
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had not prepared an elaborate shooting script before filming,
as I knew Hurwitz did with great car‘e,1 nor was I using a
tripod to achieve stable, illustrative shots. I must have
sensed, without wanting to fully admit to myself, that a
preconceived approach in which I would illustrate a seript
was inappropriate. It would not result in an interesting
film.

The projected rushes from the first days of shooting
that winter were a confirmation of my ambivalence. I had
only documented the general appzarance of the execavation
area with the men at work in it. In a subsesquent shoot,
Neal Baer (who assisted with sound) and I focused in on
Carmen DeLuca, a laborer with whom I had spoken thrse months
garlier who was working at'the bottom of the construction Site.
We only exposed a few hundred feet of film, but I realized
that a documentary on a laborer or a group of laborasrs who
worked in the sits could be interesting. It had to be allowed
to acquirs its shape over many days and wezks of filming, and

this meant more hours of film stock than I could afford.

1. In a film course two years earlier, I had listzned
intently as Leso Hurwitz discussesd his shooting scripts for
films that he had made in the 1960s and had serseanzd for us.
I greatly admired the time and breadth of thought that h=a
invested in thean. However, thesa "poetic documentarizs" now
3eéem more pictorial than einematic, and the narration TOors
didactically staid than poetie. His earliesr films, such as
Native Land (1942) and Strange Victory (1949), are not without
cinematic valus, as a close analysis of kay montagsz 3equancas
attssts to. The Young Fighter (1953), perhaps the progznitor
of th2 cinesma verits film, i3 of historiecal interest.
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It was at this point that I began to consider working in
video, but not only because of its nominal cost. I had seen
Joel DeMott's one-man, or rather one-woman cinema verite

documentary Demon Lover Diary (1980) in early December of

19811 and wanted to experiment with using video =zquipmesat in
a similar, independent and revelatory manner. It did not
occur to me that I was undergoing a change in cinematic
sensibility.

The following spring I made a videotape about Debbie
Callas, the secretary at Architecture Headquarters, in which
I shot and recordsd sound alone. It féreshadowed the work I
would do a year later but with lighter aquipment when I
returned to the Red Line Subway Extension Project. 1In making
this tape I learasd that my role behind the camera was
contingent on what was happening in froat of it and the
number of psople involved. In situations of "intense
sociality,"2 as in the sequsace where Debbie is having a
voice lesson, I was able to shoot and go virtually unnoticed,
even though I was only five fzst away. At other times my
presence was acknowladged bzcause I was either addressad by
Debbie, or I intervened to ask a question; or ia ezrtain
instances the situation simply lackzd the requisite>intensity

to make my presence irrelsvant. These ware not mutually

1. It was shown at MIT Film/Vid=0 on Tuzaday,
December 1, 1981 as part of ths Visiting Artist ssaries.

2. Edgar Morin
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exclusive and, in fact, there were momesnts when my role
vacillated from being inconspicuously to being conspicuously

present.

BEYOND HARVARD SQUARE

Inereasingly, filmmakers are bringing their
relations with thz subjscts into the foreground
of their films. These 2ncountzars can develop
into formal exchanges quite different from
interviews. As the filmmaker is drawn further
into the subjecet area of thz film, the aud1=nce
is drawn into the position ths filmmaker
originally occupied.

--David MacDougall

The spezech . . . i3 filmed in oae shot. We feel
we know where we are . . .

--Colin Young?

My discovery of the new branch north of Harvard Square
during the first wesk of Fabruary 1983 divartad my attention
from the construction activity in the squar° itself. Herz was a
fascinating underground environmeant--comprisad of two adjacant
tunnels 3.5 miles long and adjoining subway station construction
Sites--that had its own unique and evolving aesthetiec. Onsa
cbuld gaze down the long, foggy stretches of tunnel and try
to locate the origin of voices intermingling with construction

sounds, or watch as laborers slowly approachad from afar or

1. Royal Anthropological Ianstitutz Naws, Junes 1982, n0,50.

2. Ibid.
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receded into the diminutive distance. Even the round tunnel
walls which were being treated with a highly textural sgund-
proofing compound and were stained rust and yellow and white
from water that had seeped down from above were the stuff of
ar't.1

I walked underground from Harvard to Porter to Davis
Squares, and part of the way to Aleswife Brook Par'kway2 and
back and wondered about the excitement I had missed two and
three years earlier when the tunnels were being dug. When I

returned with video equipment a week later, Jim Brown (who

appears in Scenes From Underground) described the fifteen foot

high tunnel digging devics that was used, called "The Shiesld,"
and commented, "You should have been here then, you would
really have had a film." Indeesd.

During my initial visits to the new branch and even after

I had returned to videotape a crew of Perini laborers who were

1. Seven months later, I would learn from one laborer
of his fears that the men who had built the tunnels, himself
included, and had inhalzsd the mist and absorbad through the
skin the strange water and acid substances that had such a
colorful effsrt on the walls, and was 3'so dissolving parts
of the track bass, would suffer becausz of it in the futursa.
I could not use this sequence in Scen=s From Underground
because of the conjectural nature of his views. I am troubled,
though, by its potsatial truth.

2. The stretch of subway corridor bstween Davis and

- Alewife was created by a "cut-and-cover" process so that it

was actually dug out from above and is not cylindriecal like
the rest of the tunnel, but rectangular. In February 1983
this section was the furthest from complecion. It can be
seen in the closing ssquzace of Seznes From Underground whan
the test traian snters it to "turn around."” "Hava you gone
600 feet yet? 600 feet okay. Knoek it off . . .©®
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pouring COncrete, I was in a quandéry over whether the

subject of the tape should be the branch as an eanvironmental
space or the people at work in it. I considered ¢reating a
tape in which the camera would explore the new branch by track-
ing through the tunnels at varying speeds, past the subway
station and other construction areas and even slowing down to
a meditative pace to take in the abstract watesr stains

described above.1

In retrospect, a visual documentary of
this sort would have been kinesthetically exciting but
unrevealing of the laborers who were at work there. (As it
turned out, I was able to intzgrate kinesthetic imagery iato

the structure of Scenss From Uaderground.)

The footage that comprisss the first segment of "Beyond
Harvard Square," with Wayne and then Wayna, Jim and Ronnie,
who is being laid off, was shot the morning that I returnsd
to the new branch after a two wezk abssnce. Thz success of
my earlier shoots, in which I videotaped other mambers of
their crew, were thwarted by inadequate battery powzr. I
could not tape underground foh more than 40 mniutss and
decided to wait for a cable to be prepared that would =nabla
me to power ths VHS deck and nzwvicon camzra with thzs Cine-60
battery bzlts.

I encountered Wayne sweeping the track early that

1. The incessant tracking camara movemzat in Alain
Resnaig's L'Annze Dernizsrz a Marizabad was an influsncs at
the time.
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moraing and did little in prompting him to talk about his
experiences in the tunnel, which he did un-self-consciously

and with a certain eloquance. I was a bit surprised by this,
since shooting with a wide angle leans rgquired that I get as
eclose as possible, and my obsession with good sound in tha
tunnel required that I hold the microphone nearly as one would
hold a foil. Furthermore, I hadn't Spoken with Wayne previous-
ly so that I was really a stranger to him.

In videotaping him, I decided to give prominende to what
he was saying through the use or long, uninterrupted camera
takes. I would not try to anticipate potential editing
points by either changing camera angle and foecal distancsa
(the lattesr would mean stepping back and an incerease in tha
audio signal-to-noiss ratié) or by panning away from him,
the only logiecal place being down to his feet. Such an in-
camera editing strategy s=zemad inimieal to the cradibility
of this "direct-address" Situation and the respect it damanded
for Spatio-temporal unity.

David MacDougall, in discussing the filming of the
Ugandan Jie, relates a Similar concern:

What we wera trying to give was a sense of
being pressat in a Jis compound, a situation
in which few of our viewers would find tham-
selvas.

By intercutting shots from two or mors caméra
positions we found that we were taking away
from the irmediacy by invokiag a style of

fiction filmraking incompatible with tha
idea of real people sitting in a compound
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filming other real people.1

I decided I would edit the sequence of Wayne by using only
the most verbally interesting segments and, if necessary, by
inserting black, which would acknowledge tims lapses and
avoid disconcerting jump cuts. However, editing was actually
facilitated by Wayne's decision to g0 beshind me, and look
through the camera. I panaed to him, which in the editing
served as a reverse-angle shot bafore cutting back to him on
the other side--a jump cut nonetheless, though one that is
not excessively Jistracting and conveys through its careful
timing the passage of time.

I had not anticipated that Wayne would want to see what
I was seeing through the newvicon, and I initially heasitatead

when he walked behind me. (He comments, in Scenes From Undar-

ground, "Where are you going, where you going?") I realizsad,
though, that given my interactive approach to shooting, this
was a leéitimate part of our encounter. To do otherwise, or
even to turn the camera off would be a denial of that encoun-
ter, lessening the credibility of the szqusnce. 1In any case,
it would be uafair to Wayne, since he had alresady given me

30 much by making himself accessible. An intriguing sslf-
reflexivity results, when the broom is hald in froat of

- the lens. Whereas preaviously we observed Wayne on the

Screen and were not overtly aware of the video camera as a

1. Royal Anthropological Instituts News, June 1982, n0.50.
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necessaby intermediary, his gesture reminds us of this fact
as we see and hear him seeing himself.

In the following 3equence, Wayne tells of a friend who
was injured on the job and is now in a coma. This sequence
was recorded from the side of the track and lacks the
arresting sense of depth and space of the previous shots.

I was aware of thié while taping but couldn't get onto the
track without looking away from the viewfinder. Subsequeantly,
I strove to shoot from a vantage point that emphasizead the
tunnel's despth.

While the sequence with Wayne was predicated on our
encounter and can be considered a "camera-created resality,"
the following sequence in which Wayne, Jim and Ronnie coaverse
would have taken place aven if I hadn't been present with the
camera, but in a diffesrent form, since I intervenesd by
questioning Ronnie about whare he was going. My iantention
was to elicit the necessary information, "without changiag
the situatign intoler'ably."1 As it turned out, the query
led to an interssting exchange between Wayne and Ronnie about
the likelihood of Ronnie returaing to work in the tuanel
after his Florida trip.

In recording thezir coaversation I refrainsd from gxcessive
movement because of the width of the track and the deep and

hazardous gullizs that I again fearsd stepping into. I also

1. Herb DiGioia, as quotsad by Colin Young in an unpublishad

paper on obssrvational c2inzma.
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didan't want to distract them by drawing atteantion to myself,
though whether this would have happasned is problematic.
While close physical proximity was necessary for me,
I was surprissd to notice that the preservation of "personal
space" was not a coancern underground, as this sasquence and
the previous ones of Wayne attest to. Givan ths narrow width
of the tunnels, I assumad that ths opposite would be true,
despite the noise levels.

Two weeks after this segment of Sesness From Underground

was shot, the Perini construction erew that Wayne, Jim and
Ronnie belonged to was transferred to the Garfield Street

air shaft which was undar ccastruction betwean Harvard and
Porter Squares. Ronaie had not besn rshired, and videotaping
Wayne and Jim was now impossible, for they wers working inside
the 120 foot shaft on a secaffolding. I soughtvthem out onse
afternoon when they ascended to the strzet for thzir lunch
break and realized, with somz compunction, that they had, in

a sense, already served thezir purposz. I would have to find
new subjects.

Ideas about how to structurs the footags racorded in
February bzsgan to occur to mz2 whan I lzarned that the naw
branch would be joined to the extant track of the Red Linsz
over the Labor Day weeksand in Harvard Squarz. Aftar ssven
years of construction, subway cars would finally utilize
the branch for the purposz of turning arouad. (Howsvaf,

the extension would not formally opzsna until D=cambar 1984,
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when the subway stations at Portazr and Davis Squares and
Alewife Brook Parkway had been completad.)

A subway travelling through the outbound and inbouﬁd
tunnels was the perfect visual resolution to the earlier
video material. In anticipation of the procedure I returned
to the extension in July in a final search for subjects and
events that might be incorporated into the tape.

Ethel, an MBTA safety inspzsctor and one of only two
women whom I ever séw on the Red Line job, told me that a
temporary track "throw" was going to be made on August 6.

It would enable a string of subway cars to enter the aew
branch and test the track for a month prior to its actual
use. Suddenly, the dramatic pay-off I had anticipatsd and
was preparing for in advénce was about to happenl

I decided to shoot the August 6 track throw with the
Ikegami color camera and 3/4" deck. If this process was
going to mark thes culmination of a 70 million dollar public
works project, then it seemed befitting that it bas recordad
in color and with the highesst rzsolution possibla. Sharad
Shankardass agreed to assist m2 by taking sound.

Upon arriving that evening; I immediately feltvthat we
were too conspicuous and were the source of coansidasrable
curiosity and perhaps disdain on the part of the men at work
on the track. We wesre prohibitzd from leaving the platform
and could only do so latzar in the 2vening for a few minutas,

escorted by an MBTA police officer. Frustratsd, I was
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acutely aware that the proeesss shooting Sharad and I had to
resign ourselves to doing from the platform was hardly
adequate. It wasn't the event that was important but the
people involved in it who were literally at our feet and yet
were inaccessible. Hencaforth I would use the little neswvicon
camera and shoot alons, retaining only ths 3/4" VTR because
of its higher resolution and audio monitoring capabilitiss.
The subway cars that accessssd the new branch oa August 6
and tested the track at night remained dormant in the new
Harvard Square sﬁbway station during the daytime. In late
August I was finally allowed by the MBTA to ride through the
outbound and inbound tunnels. The footags that resulted
from that night ride has been used to prefacs and =nd Scenes

From Uanderground.

I was interested in observing the five motormen who would
be seeing the sxtension from ths froant of the test train for
the first time. I also wantzad to coanvey the kinzsthsatic
excitement of moving through the completsd tuanels at high
speed and from differesnt parts of the train. The saquencs
thus represcivs an attempt to reconec.ie divergsat approachszs
to shooting an event I had long awaitad. On the subway that
evening my attentivensss to one concern meant the nsglect of
the other. It was the tzst train's rush through the tuanzsls
and my desire to use the nswvicoa to record scintillating

impressions of light that finally won out.
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BEYOND HARVARD SQUARE, PART II

The grail had been found--"actual matarial’” as
mined from life, fresh and vivid before your
very eyes. Yet the need for "dramatization,"
rooted as it was in millenia of storytelling,
had not gone away.

--Brian Winston1

The broken pump sequence recorded in mid-August in the
tunnel was the ideal event to obssrve because it only iavolved
four people whose respective temperaments and personalities
were revealed tﬁrough a process and its resolution. In the
electrical room, Tom, BB, Kevin and John were mostly uncon-
cerned with my presence, and I took advantage of this by
observing and not intervening in what they were doing. I
tried to enclossz an action ia onsa uninterruptesd camara
take. In thz two low-angls closz-up shots at ths 2nd of
the electrical room Sequence whars they are standing and then
hunched over the pump, I was ables to coavey, though the
composition of the shot which shows an =atanglemant of arms
and bodies, their total involvement in its repair.

In the editing of this segmeant a conesrn for "narrativigy"
finally prevailed. I chose to =2xclude a 38quences that I had
used in esarlier cuts of a young blazk laborer who was doing
electrical work near the airshaft that afternoon. He‘did

not reappear in the Segment and detractazd from its focus.

1. Sight aand Sound, Vol. 48, no. 1, Wintar 1978-9, p. 2.
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In the final version of the tape; John is seen riding through
the tunnel on a cart immediately after the two opening shots
of Tom and BB struggling with the pump. Parallel action is
suggestead by this arrangsment of shots and, admittedly, one
could take issue with it. It could be argued that it
detracts from the eredibility of the sequence, which is
predicated on an awarenesss that only ones camera is being
used and that the person operating it is restricted in time
and space.

Brian Winston has pointed out that in documentary films
the need for narrative structure "contradicts the notion of
unstructured actuality.n"

The idesa of a documentary, then and now, is
Sustainesd by simply ignoring this contradiction.
Paul Rotha therefors could sum it up thus:

"Documentary's azssence lies in the dramatization 1
of actual matarial.”

In films such as Family Businsass (1982), this.concern for

dramatization becomes particularly self-dafeating for the
filmmakers. Simulated parallel action sequsznces in the
"Shakies" pizza restaurant stand out .5 just that. To cita
one of many examplss: Dad is Se2n instructing the oldest son
in the kitchen in tha first shot. 1In the second sﬁot another
Son is in the dining room helping with a birthday cslebration.

The filmmakers then cut back to the kitchen where Dad is still

1. Brian Wiastoa, Sight and Sound, Vol. 48, no. 1, Wiater
1978-9, p. 2.
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instruéting the first son. The audio from the revious shot
in the dining room trails underneath, implying simultanzity.
Ultimately, this structure helps the film "play," but at thes

expense of its credibility.

LABOR DAY WEEKEND 1983 HARVARD SQUARE

I had thought that the Labor Day weekend track-joining
procedurz would play a lazssar role in the compléted vidsotapse.
It would bz part of the visual resolution to the earlier tunnel
footage. 1Its importance and potential interest as an avant
was realized as the summer progressad. The August 6 track
throw had given me an idaa of what would transpire that wask-
end. The test-train shoot had allowed me to record the most
important part of the resolution beforehand. Ilcould A0wW
focus my attention on thes two days of track work that would
regsult in the extension's actual use.

Unlike thes August 6 shoot I was destermined to bz at ths
Junetion area sarly so that my'equipment-laden prasesnce
would immediately be known by the laborers and foremen who
were working that evening. I actually arrived in tha late
afternoon to videotaps tha last trains sntaring and departing
from the Harvard Holyoke subway platform. In this instance,
the tabing of moving subway cars was not inspiring. It was

the type of proc=ass shootiag onz did to bz "covarag" ian the
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editing. I did not realize that I would be doing more of it
by necessity as the evening progressed.

At 10:00 p.m. the third rail was turned off, and MBTA and
'Perini Construction Company laborers began converging on the
Junetion area. Soon there was a great deal of heat, noise,
dust, and smoke as the outbound Scaffolding leading into the
Brattle Station was cut away. My initial strategy was to
locate two or three laborers whom I could obgserve. This
quickly came to ssem impractical, for they were hard at work
on the track wfthljack hammers and welding torches. Communi-
cation was done by sign language, and the feyw words that
were spoken wers not audible enough to be recordsd. Whiles I
was not restricted to the platform on this occasion, it seemed
pointless and potentially dangerous to gat too close to the
track. My shooting approach became therefore a respoass to
the situation. I videotaped tha procedure and triad to take
advantags of tha moments when a laborer Steppad onto the
platform by asking a question that would result in a coavar-
sation. The 3equesnces from Friday night and Saturday
morning with Michasl the welder are exemplary of this "iatasr-
ventional" approach aad Succeed bacausz of it. Herver,
Michael also PO3323se3s a modicum of what D.A. Peanebaker
has referred to as "spiritual energy." It is an elusiva
admixture of charisma and pPersonal appeal that in these
shots is abzattad by my clossa proximity and use of a wide

angle lans. 1In contrast, Steve, anothar laboresr I videotapsd,
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completely lacked what Michael exuded, so I wasn't ablz to
use any of the footags of him.

I did not want to miss anything that might happen éhat
weekend and was determined to stay awakz2. By 4:00 a.m. on
Saturday, this proved physically impossibles and I went home.
I realized that it was not lecessary, anor auspicious to be
present at the junction site every minute, especially if I
wasn't shooting. I would have to rely on cursory visits and
intuition to dstermine whether thare wés something worth
videotaping. When nothing was happeaning at the site Saturday
afternoon, I went back into the tunnsls of the new branch
for the last time.

The "custodial caravan" 3equence rzprezsants the most
visually expressive shobting that I did Labor Day weszk=ad.
When I met up with this cerew of Perini laborers near thsa
Davis Square subway station, they were about to maks a final
trip through the outbound tunnzl to Harvard Square and back.
In the travelling shots on thes pick-up truck, I tried to
visually convay their idsntification with al eaviroanmeant
they helped create. For sxamples, thz shot of the laborar
standing in the back of the moving truck Wwas ragorded ffom
a low angle to suggest his dominance over the tunnel. 1In
the following shot, the pan from the 3esated workar to the
Porter Square construction ars=a and tnea back again 1links
him to this awesome work s3its, unde2razorinz tha prides that

is evident ina his expra2s3ion. I oaly 3r=2at an nour aad a
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half with them and never got past the mugging-for-the-camera
stage. It is particularly disconcerting in the shot where
Scott grabs the microphone from me, even though what he has
to say is revealing.

They let me off in Harvard Square. As they backed away
into the tunnel it occurrad to me that if I rode with them
to Davis Square I might learn more. But how could I integrate
sSubsequent material into the structure of a sequence that had
Just achieved such perfect closurs without rearranging'the
chronology? Would the eredibility suffer if I did change the
order of shots? And should this be a concern? These thoughts
raced through my head as they turnsd the cornasr and were out

of sight.

Basically in these films you're groping,
Searching--and you must rzalizs that the
act of groping is preciszly what makeas
the film interesting. The momant you
stop groping, you've lost. Ths films
are a process of percsption.

--Richard Leacock1

By Sunday, tha tezmporary outbound scaffolding had beer
completely removed at the juaetion Site, and the noise had
subsided. It was now possibls for me to videotape a crew of

twenty-five MBTA laborers who wers on the lowar, outbound

1. From a Leacock-Pesanzbakar, Ine. flyesr.
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track, struggling with a resilient rail that had to be

fitted to a curve. I was determined to shoot on the track

and to discover what was actually going on. They did not

welcome me with open arms. The men had been there for more

than ten hours and were under pressure to complete the

junction that evening. I sensed that some of them resented

me and didn't like being videotaped while they worked under

conditions that were stressful and unpleasant. They were
also being watched from the platform by the MBTA official

in Scenes From Underground reprimands me for interviewing

the two laborers. It was the intensity and concertedness
of their track-heaving effort, in spite of their apparsnt
exhaustion, that I found fascinating--so fascinating that
I got too close and was asked to get off the track by the
MBTA official. A shove from bshind coavinced me to leave
the junction site for awhile.

When I returned later that evening they were pouring
gravel ballast, and sooa I was shooting from the track.
Butehy, th= bhearded MBTA'foreman whe appears in this part
of the taps, sezma2d to be the most interesting person.

He was not forthcoming in making himssalf accessiﬁle, and
I had to settls for taping him as he directesd the laborers
and Pettibone trucks on the track. Conversely, Jamzs, the
black laborer, was very accormodatiang, and thz saqueacs
with him succeeds bescause of the competsnce he 2xudes as

he patiently =xplains the signal work he is doing.

who



-26~

Early Labor Day morning they ascended to the square.
For Howie, the heavy-set black labdrer, exhaustion gave way
to exuberances when he encountered his Cambridge police
officer friend Lance. The excited coaversation that ensued
was what I had been waiting for all weekend long. After I
explained my intentions to Lance, as I already had to

Howie, they both ignored me and I videotaped them.

CONCLUSION

In shooting Scenes From Underground, I have used light

weight video equipment in the spirit of European and Ameriecan
cinema verite filmmaking as a tool of participatory
observation and noneiﬁterventional observation, respectively.
During my visits to the new branch I sought out people who
were involved in the processs of its coastruction and could
reveal themselves through thezir coaversations with me or
interactions with esazh other. I belizve that working alone
and with a camera that was inobtrusivs because of its size
facilitatea the videotaping oftconvé?sations and personal
disclosures. For instance, Wayne would probably not have
sSpoken as un-gelf-consciously had another parson been prasent
or if a larger color camera had bsen used. In this sequence,
the free associative quality of his monologue suggests that

the videotaping bzzame a raison d'atrs for him to coasider
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his own experiences. The sequence evokes Marceline's walk
through Les Halles, the marketplace in Paris in Jean Rouch's

Chronique d'un Ete (1960), where the making of the film

becomes a pretext for her soliloquy_on her concentration
camp internment. It is in this type of personal revelation
that a unique poetry exists. To quote David MacDougall:

It is the richness of human behavior and

the propensity of people to talk about

their affairs past and present . . . [that]1
allows this method of inquiry to succeed.

Still, the power of the educated to judge
him, and more generally, to rule, he does
not dispute.

- - . and in accepting the power of educated -
people hz feels more inadequate, vulnerable, 2
and undignifiesd.

I began this paper by explaining how Richard Sennett and

Jonathan Cobb's The Hiddan Injuries of Class had served as

the impetus in the winter of 1981 for a film that would
depiect the adjacency of Harvard University and the Red
Line consi.uction eaviroament. At tne time it seemed that
if thers was aly credencz to their argument (which is
éxemplified by the excerpts above), then the Harvard

Square setting would ba a particularly unpleasant place

1. Paul Hockings (ed.), Prineiplss of Visual Anthropology
(New York: Houton, 1975).

2. Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb, op. cit, p. 78.
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for a blue collar worker. Although the film was never
realized, and I never found out from the college age
laborers how they felt, my interest has remained.

Clearly, the laborers who appear in Scenes From Uader-

ground take great pridsz in the environment they helped
"create. This is evident. But in the videotape we also
hear Wayne remark, "I myself have a few college credits

from Collesge in Worcester--I was going to try

and get that associates degree . . . which is more than
most of the guys down here have . . ." And when Scott
grabs the microphoné from me, he immsdiatesly announces:
"Aectually, all these guys are highly intelligent . . ."
and Michael the welder was surprisingly self-deprecating
when we spoke Labor Day weekead in Harvard Square. (This
sequence has not been included.) These statements don't
prove aay sociological thesses, but it is curious that they

were made at all.
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