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In 2013, Annabelle Honess Roe published Animated Documentary ,  a pioneering study
arguing that animation is a perfectly accept able medium for document ary,  and thus
by no means a medium only suit able for humour and fant asy,  or primari ly aimed at
children.  Honess Roe shows that animation can achieve things that l ive-act ion
document ary cannot achieve,  or not so well .  Specif ical ly,  she points out ,  animations
can provide realist ic or imaginat ive visuals for events and persons,  objects,  and
events of which no recordings exist (e.g. ,  pre-historic dinosaurs,  unfi lmed atrocit ies);
and they can visualize subject ive moods,  st ates,  and ment al aff l ict ions (e.g. ,
memories,  dreams, and traumas).

Nea Ehrl ich’s Animat ing Truth :  Documentary and Visual Culture in the 21st
Century builds on Honess Roe’s ideas.  Ehrl ich focuses on two topics:  on the use of
animation in games and dat a visualizat ions; and, l ike Honess Roe,  on its use in
document ary f i lms.

I  wil l  f irst  address Ehrl ich’s discussions of animation’s role in games and dat aficat ion.
She convincingly argues that in an era in which quantifying information is both
pervasive and import ant animation fulf i ls a key visualizing role.  Models of al l  kinds,
for inst ance in f inance,  environment al issues,  and medical diagnoses,  rely heavily on
animations to render changes and trends accessible and interpret able.  For such
communicat ive purposes animation is an excellent medium. Ehrl ich also extensively
discusses the central  role of animation in entert ainment games. The depict ion of
avat ars,  characters,  objects,  and events in these games draws on animation to portray
realit ies that simply do not exist outside the provenance of these vir tual worlds.
Ehrl ich rightly emphasizes that although dat aficat ion and game worlds by definit ion
cannot const itute visual records of things in the physical  world,  they are as real  as
phenomena in that physical  world:  “animation is often used to depict what is

ANIMATING TRUTH:
DOCUMENTARY AND VISUAL
CULTURE IN THE 21ST
CENTURY

https://leonardo.info/publications
https://leonardo.info/reviews-archive


4/28/22, 1:26 PM Animating Truth: Documentary and Visual Culture in the 21st Century | Leonardo/ISASTwith Arizona State University

https://leonardo.info/review/2021/09/animating-truth-documentary-and-visual-culture-in-the-21st-century 2/7

otherwise unrepresent able visually” (p.  74).  This of course also means that
document aries that have animated games or dat a visualizat ions as their topic cannot
but use animations to “realist ical ly” depict these vir tual realit ies.  Ehrl ich moreover
stresses that games need not only (re)present fant asy worlds,  but can also engage
with the physical  world in so-called “serious games,” of which she analyses several
specimens. 

That said,  the author ’s eagerness to sing the praise of animation sometimes makes
her forget that equating vir tual and physical  worlds can also be dangerous,  for
inst ance when she enthusiast ical ly discusses the document ary Second Skin  (Piñeiro
Escoriaza 2008).  This document ary portrays gamers who consider their avat ars a
fundament al part of their  identit ies,  no less real  than their identit ies in the physical
world (p.  143).  Ehrl ich fai ls to mention that excessive gaming is a r isky form of
escapism: several  gamers in this document ary grew so al ienated from embodied
reality that they turned into addicts,  with sometimes disastrous consequences.  But by
and large I  f ind Ehrl ich’s observat ions on animation in (serious) games and dat a
visualizat ion persuasive and insightful .  She is clearly well  informed about these
topics,  and presents interest ing case studies.

I  have considerably more problems with her discussions of the second topic:  wholly or
partly animated document ary f i lms (or :  “animent aries,”  Honess Roe 2013).  Here,  the
author gives the impression that she discusses animent ary because it  enables here to
preach the ubiquity and growing import ance of animation as a sophist icated and
honourable medium to (re)present reality rather than because she is intrinsically
interested in document ary.  She also appears less up-to-date about l ive-act ion
document ary f i lm than about games and dat a visualizat ions.  Whereas
misattribut ing Nanook of the North to John Grierson instead of Robert Flaherty (p.
109) can be excused as a sl ip of the pen, it  is somewhat worrisome that Ehrl ich refers
to the f irst edit ion of Bil l  Nichols’   Introduct ion to Documentary (2001) rather than to
his subst antial ly revised second (2010) or,  further revised,  third (2017) edit ion.  She
also does not quote the work of influential  document ary theorists such as Stella
Bruzzi ,  Carl  Plant inga ,  or Brian Winston.

My uneasiness with Ehrl ich’s approach to document ary stems from several
assumptions about the genre that I  do not at al l  share with her.  First ,  she is wrong to
consider “document ary” an umbrella category that is more or less synonymous with
non-fict ion: “in this study ‘non-fict ion’  refers to an expansion of the document ary
field to include other discipl ines that engage with factual content and its varied
visual represent at ions,  such as journalism, serious games, dat a and scient if ic
visualisat ions” (p.  21) .  This is misleading. While there is overlap between
document ary,  journalism, serious games, and dat a/scient if ic visualisat ions,  these are
all  subcategories of non-fict ion,  each with its own meaning-making conventions,  and
its own goals .  One cannot simply extrapolate these from one subcategory and apply
them to another.  A second generalizat ion I  f ind unaccept able is her definit ion of
document aries as “the narrat ivisat ion of documents” (p.  119) and as “depict ion[s] of
contemporary realit ies” (p.  229).  Document aries are neither narrat ivized documents
nor mere depict ions.In the spirit  of Grierson (1934),  Plant inga (2013) and Nichols
(2017) ,  I  propose that document aries are (necessari ly
subject ive) argumentat ive perspect ives on realit ies that may,  but need not ,  t ake the
form of narrat ives.  A document ary is thus a kind of audio-visual speech aiming to
convince an audience of the rightness,  or val idity,  of a cert ain point of view on reality.

I  also become very nervous when Ehrl ich insists that we l ive in an era governed by
“post-truth” (described as “relat ing to or denoting circumst ances in which object ive
facts are less influential  in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and
personal belief,”  p.  29),  or even “truthiness” (“the quality of preferring concepts or
facts one wishes to be true,  rather than concepts or facts known to be true,”  p.  29).  I t
is not ent irely clear whether Ehrl ich endorses post-truth and truthiness.  Sometimes
she discusses the danger of reject ing truths and facts,  but at other moments she
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appears to accept post-truth and truthiness as inevit able characterizat ions of
contemporary l i fe,  for inst ance when st at ing that in an era of truthiness,  “facts are
secondary to what one feels,  or wishes to be true” (p.  167) and “not ions of what is true
are based on emotion and persuasion more than fact and evidence” (p.  235).  An
accept ance of post-truth and truthiness also shines through in Ehrl ich’s reject ion of
Noel Carrol l ’s  claim that “most f i lms arrive already labelled so that audiences know
how to receive them” (p.  83).  By contrast ,  Ehrl ich emphasizes the freedom of the
viewer :  aspects such as “vividness” (p.  152) and “believabil ity” (e.g. ,  p.  185) are what
matter in a world in which there are no longer any undeniable facts and truths.  She
does not hesit ate to point out that “what I  am interested in is the authoritat ive
role  the viewer is given to create a personalised truth narrat ive and define the
document ary value of the work” (p.  171,  emphasis in original) .  I  cannot but interpret
this as that ,  for Ehrl ich,  the burden for the credibil ity of a document ary no longer
primari ly resides with its makers,  but is now mainly dependent on the ideas,  feel ings,
and whims of its audiences.

I  consider this an alarming view. While I  ful ly acknowledge that sort ing out what is
“true” and what is “fact” is becoming increasingly diff icult  in our thoroughly
mediat ized society,  to me there is not a shade of doubt that truths and facts are as
import ant as they always were.  Appealing to emotions and believabil ity play a key
role in making (or fai l ing to make) a document ary persuasive,  but they can never
replace the central ity of making truthful claims and anchoring subject ive perspect ives
in robust facts.  The events in the prophetic f ict ion f i lm Wag the Dog (Levinson, USA
1997) are vivid and thoroughly believable to their intended audience – but
unfortunately they are thoroughly fabricated l ies.

Ehrl ich’s blurring,  or even suspending, of the boundaries between several  tradit ional
dichotomies (non-fict ion versus f ict ion; document ary versus serious games; post-
truth and truthiness versus facts and truth) al l  feed into breaking down another
supposedly obsolete contrast :  that between animated and l ive-act ion document ary.
She refers for inst ance to the “transit ional st atus of animation today: increasingly
used as a credible form of news report age and non-fict ion,  yet st i l l  subject to
longst anding assumptions about the existence of more worthy,  credible and
est ablished modes of [ l ive act ion,  ChF] document ary represent at ion” (p.  35).  She
thereby seems to suggest that the direct visual record of a pre-exist ing physical
reality that has characterized document ary for most of the 100+ years of its existence
is no more than a historical  f luke,  soon to be completely merged with,  or even
superseded by,  animated variet ies.

To be fair,  Ehrl ich is well  aware of the complexit ies of the quest ion how a
(re)present at ion (of any kind) is indexically l inked to the,  or a ,  profi lmic physical
reality,  devot ing an ent ire chapter to this thorny issue.  She pledges al legiance to the
idea that “without it  [= indexicality]  the whole concept of document aries collapses”
(p.  62),  emphasizing that even “in digit al  culture,  something of photography remains
and that is the not ion of indexicality as a primary marker of veracity” (p.  63).
Nonetheless,  her analyses of animated document ary often contradict and undermine
this professed al legiance.  In my view Ehrl ich underest imates how import ant it  is that
in l ive-act ion document ary f i lmmaking analogue and digit al
cameras automat ical ly  generate a visual record of (a part of )  a physical  reality that
to some extent obviates the intervention of a human being. As Plant inga (2013)
emphasizes,  in principle pushing the “record” button on an a camera results in the
automatic production of some sort of “ trace” of the pro-fi lmic reality at which this
camera is directed – although he hast i ly adds that ,  clearly,  such traces alone do
usually not suffice for claiming that the recorded foot age is evidence of something.
But it  is precisely the absence of such traces that typically characterizes the visuals
in animation.  I  thus strongly reject Ehrl ich’s downplaying of the difference between
photorealism and animation (e.g. ,  “Once it  is acknowledged that photography has
mult iple meanings,  any direct l ink to realit ies recorded by photographic means is
open to doubt ,”  p.  57) .  Of course,  l ive-act ion photography of a physical  reality can be
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ambiguous or diff icult  to interpret ,  or even downright misleading – but the fact that
it  records a fragment of this physical  reality is fundament al :  however “realist ic”
animated visuals may be,  in most cases these animations have no visual  indexical ity
whatsoever ,  [1]  and this remains a fundament al difference with l ive-act ion
document ary.  I t  is therefore not at al l  surprising that so many animated
document aries – also among those discussed by Ehrl ich herself  – include some l ive-
act ion foot age or photographs,  s imply to provide the viewer with “traces” that help
anchor the document aries indexically in a pro-fi lmic,  physical  reality.

Ehrl ich’s relat ive neglect of the crucial  role of “ traces” for claims that
(re)present at ions are evidence of something also transpires elsewhere.  Despite short
references to animated document aries’  soundtracks (e.g. ,  pp.  55,  139, 182,  189),
Ehrl ich nowhere systematically analyses the role of sounds or,  even more import ant ,
of spoken language, in securing indexicality.  As she herself  admits,  “ the relat ionship
between sound and image is a huge field in its own right that exceeds the scope of
this book. Here I  focus on animation as a visual medium” (pp. 220-221) .  But this is a
serious omission,  as in the absence (or reduced presence) of visual indexicality in
animated document ary,  the burden of providing “traces” of the pro-fi lmic,  physical
reality shifts proport ionally to sound and (spoken and written) language!

In repeatedly underl ining the import ance of appealing to viewers’  emotions,  Ehrl ich
implicit ly fol lows Aristotle,  who insists that pathos  is  an honourable technique for
enhancing the believabil ity of a document ary.  She also several  t imes insists that
viewers need to t rust  the document ary maker but ,  again,  I  think she hugely
underest imates the import ance of this (= Aristotle’s ethos) .  I  am convinced that
ult imately it  is the ethos of the makers of a document ary,  and of any witnesses whose
test imonies are included in it ,  that more than anything else makes audiences
(hopefully)  decide that they can trust a document ary ’s present at ion of facts and truth
claims (see Plomp & Forcevil le 2021 for more discussion).  Indeed, I  suspect that in a
not-too-dist ant future in which animations may become indist inguishable from l ive-
act ion recordings,  makers of animent aries and tradit ional document aries al ike wil l  be
expected to explicit ly indicate whether,  and if  so,  where and how, they have
technically “transformed” these represent at ions.

Let me end by formulat ing my larger worry reading Animat ing Truth .  In her zeal to
promote the medium of animation,  Ehrl ich vastly exaggerates the degree to which
vir tual and physical  worlds converge and merge. Even today,  most of us l ive most of
the t ime in a world with real  people,  handling real  objects,  suffering real  pain,
eat ing real  food, and eventually dying real  deaths.  There is ,  and remains,  a crucial
ontological difference between the vir tual and the physical  world,  and despite
growing hybridizat ion,  the former is subservient to the latter.  To the extent that these
worlds do merge and converge,  we should be highly alert  not just to the advant ages of
vir tuality,  but also to its dangers.  Vir tual reality has yielded many benefits ,  but has
also brought phishing,  hacking,  identity theft ,  the photoshopping away of the
unwanted, and deep fakes.  I t  has also enormously stretched the opportunit ies for
claiming “alternat ive facts” and “fake news.” We need to f ight for (and when found:
respect )  facts and truths.  No society or civi l izat ion can survive without fundament al
agreement about the fact icity and truth of most things on planet earth – even though
reaching this agreement wil l  require prolonged, f ierce,  and often painful debate.
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[1]  Actually,  there are some variet ies of animation – rotoscoping, motion capture,  and
stop-motion f i lming, discussed by Ehrl ich (p.  66) – that preserve a vest igial  visual
indexical  l ink to the profi lmic,  physical  reality that l ive-act ion f i lming provides sui
generis ,  s ince these animation techniques begin by recording l ive-act ion persons and
events,  and are subsequently transformed into animations.
 

Publications (/publications) Programs (/programs)

Leonardo (/leonardo)

Leonardo Music Journal

(https://www.leonardo.info/30-years-of-leonardo-

music-journal)

Book Series (/books)

Leonardo Electronic Almanac (/leonardo-electronic-

almanac)

Reviews (/reviews)

Podcast (https://www.leonardo.info/between-art-and-

science)

Leonardo Graduate Abstracts (/graduate-abstracts)

Leonardo Gallery (/leonardo-gallery)

Leonardo/Olats (/olats)

Blog (/blog)

SEAD White Paper (https://www.leonardo.info/steps-

to-an-ecology-of-networked-knowledge-and-

innovation-enabling-new-forms-of-collaboration-

among)

LASER Talks (/laser-talks)

Special Projects (/programs/special-projects)

Residencies (/Programs/residencies)

ASU-Leonardo Imagination Fellowship

(https://www.leonardo.info/imagination-fellowship)

Educators and Students Program (/educators-and-

students-program)

Leonardo Events (/events)

Community (/community) Opportunities (/calls-jobs-and-
events)Individual Member Directory (/network)

Opportunities Hub (/calls-jobs-and-events)

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/14703572211010198
https://leonardo.info/publications
https://leonardo.info/programs
https://leonardo.info/leonardo
https://www.leonardo.info/30-years-of-leonardo-music-journal
https://leonardo.info/books
https://leonardo.info/leonardo-electronic-almanac
https://leonardo.info/reviews
https://www.leonardo.info/between-art-and-science
https://leonardo.info/graduate-abstracts
https://leonardo.info/leonardo-gallery
https://leonardo.info/olats
https://leonardo.info/blog
https://www.leonardo.info/steps-to-an-ecology-of-networked-knowledge-and-innovation-enabling-new-forms-of-collaboration-among
https://leonardo.info/laser-talks
https://leonardo.info/programs/special-projects
https://leonardo.info/Programs/residencies
https://www.leonardo.info/imagination-fellowship
https://leonardo.info/educators-and-students-program
https://leonardo.info/events
https://leonardo.info/community
https://leonardo.info/calls-jobs-and-events
https://leonardo.info/network
https://leonardo.info/calls-jobs-and-events

