
OBJECTIVITY IN NARRATIVE DOCUMENTARY 1

OBJECTIVITY IN NARRATIVE DOCUMENTARY

AND THE PURSUIT OF TRUTH

A CREATIVE PROJECT

SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF

BALL STATE UNIVERSITY

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS

FOR THE DEGREE

MASTER OF ARTS

BY

GARRETT LOOKER

MR. CHRIS FLOOK -- ADVISOR

BALL STATE UNIVERSITY

MUNCIE, INDIANA JULY 2021



OBJECTIVITY IN NARRATIVE DOCUMENTARY 2

Introduction

In an era of nearly instant communication and connectivity, access to information has

never been more available. Gone are the days of sifting through pages of encyclopedias or atlases

for parcels of information and knowledge. With powerful internet devices in nearly everyone’s

pocket, it is no exaggeration to say that the secrets of the world are at our fingertips.

With this age of instantaneous knowledge, there seems to be something slipping through

the cracks—truth. The Digital Age has cleared the path for incredible advancements in

technology and has evolved the way in which individuals communicate with one another. But,

through the intentional spread of misinformation and “fake news,” how is the convention of truth

changing, and how are peoples’ trust changing with it? Without clear paths to truth, distinction

between fact and fiction, and without the trust in individuals and credible journalists to take

people to it, what may become of our world?

The process of questioning truth is not new but we now must approach it in an

unprecedented way. That is the basis of my creative project. How is the audience to trust the

documentary filmmaker? How is an audience to trust the voice of the documentary? And if they

are to allow themselves to suspend their disbelief and listen to a new truth, what factors lead

them to trust it more? And with these questions of truth, the idea of objectivity lends itself to the

conversation, as well. How is a documentary filmmaker supposed to journey toward the

endgame of objectivity and truth?

Since the earliest era of cinema, documentary film has, in part, been synonymous with

reality. Regardless of the film’s actual practices or intent, documentary films are oftentimes taken
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as truth, that “this really happened.” Debate has risen from critics to stress the division between

documentary and journalism, that one is objective fact and the other something of an art.

Considering postmodern theories, professionals in both fields are beginning to question the

validity of terms like “truth,” “reality,” and “objectivity.” From films that aim to advance a

narrative or view to others that seek to only observe an event, there are clear sides of the

spectrum. But in the middle, the barriers between fiction and objective fact blur. When that line

becomes blurred, what happens to the relationship between the viewer and the storyteller?

Films such as Michael Moore’s 2002 Bowling for Columbine and Alexandra Pelosi’s

Outside the Bubble (2018) signify the different ends of the spectrum of subjectivity and

objectivity compared to documentaries such as Ken Burns’ Baseball (1994) or more journalistic

endeavors such as Andrew Rossi’s After Truth: Disinformation and the Cost of Fake News

(2020). The issue may lay in the fight over which of the two better represents the truth, when, in

fact, neither can lay claim to that title. One clear division between these four films, however, and

many others like them, is that the narrator plays very different roles in all of them. For example,

Bowling for Columbine takes a very hands-on approach of narration. Moore, the filmmaker and

narrator, becomes something of a protagonist of the film rather than the story or its sources.

Outside the Bubble takes a similar approach, as Pelosi is present through most of the film as well

as narrating the story. However, where it differs from Moore’s Columbine is that Bubble allows

for the documentary’s subjects, the interviewees, to have more control of the story. Burns’

narration styles itself in the classic “Voice of God” form. From an exercise in objectivity in After

Truth to the overt and clear political ideologies of Michael Moore, the audience can see that the

narrator has the ability to play different roles in the influence of the documentary’s message.
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These different roles that narration can play in a documentary may be what goes on to affect the

perception that audiences have and how they interpret the message and truth of a film.

Understanding what message means is important for the continuation of this research. It

must be understood that there is a voice and message in everything and every story that we

consume. Behind each blockbuster, each cable television show, or even each newspaper article,

there is a voice crafting a message. It is this very reason that objectivity does not exist. By

acknowledging the existence of a voice, the concept of a singular truth becomes murky. This

specifically pertains to journalism. Many scholars of journalism assert that documentary

filmmaking is not a journalistic endeavor due to its editorializing, or its crafting of a message.

However, what this research will attempt to show is that regardless of medium, regardless of the

illusion of objectivity, a voice still controls the message of a story. In the pursuit of truth and

objectivity, it is paramount to acknowledge these shortcomings and human errors.

Acknowledgement of this is not weakness, but on the contrary, added strength to the path of

more honest storytelling.

The goals of this creative project are to question how audiences consume information in

the form of documentary films, to contemplate how they trust documentary information, and

specifically how they perceive that information when the delivery method changes. That delivery

method is the voice of a documentary, the spoken or unspoken narration that guides a story and

its message. The delivery method that this creative project will compare is the use of narration in

a documentary as well as the visual representation of that narrator in the film. To create this

comparison, the creative project will yield three different edits of the same documentary: one

with narration where the narrator is seen, one with narration but only the story’s subjects are

seen, and one with only the voices and images of the story’s subjects. Specifically, my creative
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project aims to explore the question—is a documentary more likely to be trusted if the audience

can see the narrator or not? In the end, it’s a toss-up between trust and the illusion of objectivity.

An opportunity such as a graduate creative project is one that should not be taken lightly,

and, in fact, should be used to progress the societal and political discussions of our modern day.

Therefore, there are certain creative goals that my creative project will set out to accomplish. In

the pursuit of creating previous documentaries, the topic of systemic racism and oppression in

my community continued to surface. After witnessing the protests of police brutality and

systemic oppression of individuals of color in America, I decided that my creative project

documentaries could show how some individuals are fighting for freedom and liberty, and to

hopefully educate others in my community that may not know of the oppression that is right in

front of us. Also, I hoped to broaden my own horizons and knowledge of the Muncie community.

I hoped to listen, and to continue to understand the stories of oppression, perseverance, and hope

that exists here. Because of this, my creative goals for this project are to amplify the voices of

marginalized peoples, to raise awareness of injustice, and to dedicate the documentary film to

these communities of lesser privilege in Muncie, Indiana.
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Review of Literature

To pursue truth is to pursue a paradox, according to Luke Dormehl. Such a nebulous

concept as truth cannot be easily defined. Dormehl’s 2012 Journey Through Documentary Film

debates the actual existence of “truth” and “reality” in both documentary film and fictional,

narrative film. Dormehl presents a commanding presence in the face of what this project is

attempting to question. He does this by explaining that it is impossible for a documentary to tell

the truth, just as it is impossible for a documentarian or a journalist to truly be objective. A claim

like this is daunting, but he backs it up with the studied paradox of “if the statement ‘there are no

absolute truths’ is true, then the statement itself must be a lie,” (Dormehl).

Sarah Kozloff’s 1988 Invisible Storytellers: Voice-Over Narration in American Fiction

Film serves as a thorough analysis of how narration affects the objectivity and perception of truth

in fictional storytelling rather than documentary work. However, Kozloff’s debate of whether

narration should be warranted and how it affects the viewership of a film ties directly into the

question at hand. Whether it is through a fictional vehicle or the pursuit of “truth telling,”

Invisible Storytellers supplies a vast amount of critical thought and ideologies regarding the

validity of truth and objectivity. “Is it possible to reverse the convention completely and have the

camera lie to the viewer while the narrator tells the truth verbally? To put it another way, can we

ever believe that an image-maker is less reliable than his creation, the narrator?” (Kozloff, p.

115).

Most importantly, Kozloff’s research dives into the very existence of truth, objectivity,

and the ability of a narrator to be the bringer of both. While this is mostly argued on a fictional
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standpoint, Kozloff does acknowledge the tightrope walk of a documentarian, stating “that

voice-over narration adds a certain slant, or even definite bias, to a film—why is this bad? Where

are the laws saying films have to be realistic, objective or impersonal to begin with? Certainly no

such statutes govern fictional films. However, much of the pressure against cinematic narrators

comes from documentary circles in which objectivity serves as the ideal,” (Kozloff, p. 13). But

Kozloff goes deeper to assert that truth exists on multiple planes of reality. Considering the

medium one may intake information, the signifier and the signified, there may be multiple truths

to one moment. Given this interpretation, the standard, neutral stance of a journalist or objective

documentarian cannot simply reject their bias. According to Madison and DeJarnette, this

rejection of internal views and personal lenses damages one’s own ability to hold truth to power.

Madison and DeJarnette used the words of investigative journalist Glenn Greenwald, writing, “A

journalist who is petrified of appearing to express any opinions will often steer clear of

declarative sentences about what is true, opting instead for a cowardly and unhelpful

‘here’s-what-both-sides-say-and-I-won’t-resolve-the-conflicts’ information. That rewards

dishonesty on the part of political and corporate officials who know they can rely on ‘objective’

reporters to amplify their falsehoods without challenge” (Madison & DeJarnette, p. 36).

Objectivity, just like its companion “truth” cannot be easily nailed down, either. In

classical circles, objectivity is the desired goal of all journalists, documentarians, and

truth-tellers. Yet, as Kozloff and others point out, this is not so simple. This production of the

story as reality is just that—production. Synthetic and pieced together, truth and objectivity may

seem to be nothing but an illusion. “In film, then, while there are major differences between

having the camera capture an action and having a narrator describe that action, the ideal of

blissful communion between the viewer and some untouched, untainted reality presented by a
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completely neutral mechanism is an illusion” (Kozloff, p. 14). Does this mean that the idea of

objectivity should be rejected? Or does it mean that journalists, documentarians, and truth-tellers

should reevaluate how objectivity is defined? Richard Blumenberg’s Documentary Films and the

Problem of “Truth,” begins to get at the very idea of truth, how it is obtained, how it can be

projected in documentary filmmaking, and whether or not objectivity even exists. Blumenberg

actually goes on to state that objectivity, the context of the medium of documentary filmmaking,

is impossible to achieve. “In any medium in which selection or manipulation is done, strict

objectivity is not possible” (Blumenberg, p. 19).

Keeping in mind the staples of truth and objectivity, one may come to the conclusion that

simply recording an event with a camera, or piecing it together with editing software to create

the film, destroys objectivity completely. This is the argument Blumenberg makes throughout

Problem of “Truth”. Blumenberg states, however, that authenticity must be the desired endgame

in the pursuit of truth and that authenticity is defined by legitimacy and significance.

Through the many generations and eras of documentary filmmaking, these ideas have

shifted and evolved as they will continue to do so in the future. Yamada’s The effects of

establishing truth between the documentary filmmaker and the subject of the Maysles films,

(2010), serves as a glance at one specific, unique era of documentary work—direct cinema.

“Direct Cinema” documentary film is a style that rejects the idea of “Voice of God” narration due

to its potential to subvert and taint the truth of a moment. Instead, this style chooses a

seldom-before used tactic of subject-focused documentaries, in which the filmmakers follow

their subjects throughout a period of time in their lives. Yadama analyzes how the advancement

of technology allowed this to happen and also how documentarians such as the Maysles Brothers

championed it. Without the use of narration, Direct Cinema asserts that a truthful reality can be
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observed and produced for an audience. The belief of Direct Cinema is that truth can be

ascertained by the individual observer, not tainted by the point of view or beliefs of the

filmmaker.

Just as any journalist of the last century in the United States has been taught, truth is the

goal that one may hope to reach through storytelling. Yet, other scholars have rejected the idea

that Direct Cinema hoped to reach, that very idea of producing truth. Through her 2004

dissertation for the College of William and Mary Re-shaping documentary expectations: New

Journalism and Direct Cinema, Zuber dissects the products and beliefs of “Direct Cinema”

documentarians, both disassembling and reinforcing certain parts of the practice. Mainly, Zuber

details the movement’s drive to dispel a “one truth” or “Voice of God” story structure. Rather,

they aimed for an untouched, barrierless view into a part of life. “For these filmmakers, the

boundaries between reality and fiction were clear cut, not blurred. The camera, like the human

eye, gave direct access to the world, and their specific style of filmmaking was the most direct

within the documentary tradition: ‘The closer I can bring a camera to functioning as an actual

human eye, the closer I come to my goal’” (Zuber, p. 137).

What Zuber is getting at, like those mentioned before, is that truth-seeking is a losing

battle. Nevertheless, it is a battle worth fighting. Yet, a story must be told, and narrator or no

narrator, it is clear that each and every documentary must have a voice. A voice that decides

subject matter and the questions that will be asked. A voice that chooses to omit and a voice that

is unknowingly biased. The question now is whether or not to trust that voice. Fiona Otway’s The

Unreliable Narrator in Documentary, (2015), serves to question the ability of a documentary to

present an audience with a narrator and how it affects them. Specifically, Unreliable Narrator

digs into the convergence of fictional and non-fictional devices in storytelling. Otway speaks
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heavily on the idea of fiction’s unreliable narrator, or more precisely, a narrator that deviates

from the intentions and ideological foundations of the real-life author. However, where Otway

delivers a punch is her belief that an unreliable narrator can, in fact, exist in documentary

filmmaking, going as far to say that it forces the audience to think deeper and more broadly

about a new truth.

Specifically, Otway speaks of the relationship a narrator has with an audience in

documentary filmmaking and this relationship is one of the most important aspects of it all.

“[T]ruth is still contested terrain, and the documentary film narrator (whether the narrator is a

character in the film, a voice of god outside the diegesis, the cinematic narrator, or even a

representation of the implied author) is often in an extraordinary and sometimes problematic

position of power over the audience. The construct of an unreliable narrator can help draw

attention to the power embedded in layers of narration.” Power over the audience is precisely the

issue at hand. As the narrator of a truth-seeking endeavor, the power that a documentary’s voice

holds is immense.

A documentary’s voice can be unique to a form, just as documentaries come in several

different modes. Poetic, expository, observational, participatory, reflexive, and performative,

(Nichols). With each mode, voice affects the story and message. In multiple forms, the use of

narration goes further to define what form it is. Specifically, however, many documentaries take

the approach of the expository, with the use of a “Voice of God” narration. “Disembodied, this

voice is construed as fundamentally unrepresentable in human form, connoting a position of

absolute mastery and knowledge outside the spatial and temporal boundaries of the social world

the film depicts” (Wolfe). The question remains; can we trust this voice, regardless of how
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disembodied it is, to do its due diligence, to serve journalistic integrity? Can an audience trust

this narrator to tell the truth?

This is the goal. To fortify research and inquisition with integrity, to boldly question

personal truths and morals, and to do so of the surrounding world. Not only is this the goal of a

graduate creative project, but that of a journalist and a documentarian. I believe this to be the

groundwork of my career standing. That no matter what happens, I can find my way back to the

bedrock of integrity and authenticity. And so too can this body of work. This project will lay the

foundation for research in both the fields of journalism and documentary film work and the

influence of truth, objectivity, and integrity as it pertains to documentary narration.

The relationship a filmmaker creates with the audience is born through these ideas of

objectivity and integrity, as well as a mutual understanding of the gravity of the film’s subject

matter. For this creative project, the entire documentary revolved around a community’s

hardships, a city’s oppression, and its sins that it buried years ago. To tell this story required an

intimate knowledge of Muncie’s history and deep research of all variables at play. Of the

hundreds of sources I sifted through, several became the shores that I would wash back up on.

One of these, The Other Side of Middletown (Campbell, Goodall, Johnson, and Lassiter) served

as the main source of information that I relied on. The written words of Luke Eric Lassiter,

Hurley Goodall, Elizabeth Campbell, and Michelle Natasya Johnson helped me conceptualize

the struggles of the Black community in Muncie, giving me a crucial footing in how to approach

all aspects of the filmmaking process. Specifically, this research helped me the most when it

came to interviewing the individuals that this oppression has directly impacted. Middletown

helped me expand my empathy as well as my knowledge of Muncie, and by doing so only
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strengthened the relationships my crew and I forged with our interviewees and the creation of

this documentary.

Extremely detailed research was also necessary for all stages of this project. The

collection of data, analysis, and writings of Bryan Preston, former analyst with the Geographic

Information Systems department of the Delaware County Office of Information, became the

basis of my detailed research. Preston’s (2017), “These covenants are to run with the land:” the

Hidden History of Housing Segregation in Muncie, Indiana served as the initiation of these

heavy pieces of information that revealed racist practices such as redlining and covenants that

continue to affect Muncie’s citizens today. Not only were Preston’s writings important for this

project, the data he collected revolutionized the approach we took with our story. This data was

translated into maps by Preston that further explained the use of covenants in Delaware County.

Without a doubt, Preston’s research was the foundation that this documentary was created from

as it touches many areas that the documentary expands upon. “Understanding the role of racially

restrictive covenants in the development of Muncie’s neighborhoods isn’t just a discussion of a

historical curiosity, an embarrassment safely set in the past. These policies have directly shaped

today’s existing racial geography and housing inequalities in Muncie and throughout the

country,” (Preston).
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Methodology

Documentary Overview

In the spring of 2018, as I was working on my first documentary concerning the

then-potential partnership of Muncie Community Schools and Ball State University, I conducted

an interview with Jason Donati in which he told me of how Muncie’s third high school,

Northside, was constructed to deliberately segregate the city. Following that interview, I began to

research the claim. The information I came across included specific demographics of the city,

numbers of school enrollment, and details of whether or not Muncie actually needed a third high

school. The information that I found also included covenants of neighborhoods on the northwest

side of the city, covenants that had specifically stated that no person of any other race other than

that of the “pure White race” could ever live in that neighborhood.

As my partner, Tony Sandleben and I continued to follow the story of the potential

merger of the school corporation and the university; the information I had found regarding

covenants festered. I felt that the secret of a divided city was bubbling under the surface of each

interview. Due to already thin resources, we were never able to find the people to answer the

questions of a decision that took place a half century earlier.

By spring 2020, I felt I needed to go after the story that so few people seemed to know

about. Even greater, I wondered how the systems of oppression in time continue to affect the

Muncie community’s children today. Through 12 months of research, interviewing, editing, and

listening, Covenants of the Land: Middletown’s Divide has been created to inform individuals of

oppression’s past and its compounding effects through time. It seeks to inform how, for some

Americans, their futures may be decided not by their own abilities or determination, but by the

property they live on.
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As I sifted through the research and investigation of historical documents, I

simultaneously began forming the list of interviewees that we would be included. I knew that

there were certain voices that the story would need to turn to and I knew that there would not be

any one individual that could answer all the questions I and my crew had. Therefore, a wide net

was cast and many names came to the surface. But before refining those names, it was important

to refine the story and the angles that we would approach and later nail down. At this point in

time, I knew that there were four primary parts of the story that we would need interviewees to

fit into. These sections were Historical Racism, Neighborhood Segregation, Educational

Structure, and Change and Hope for the Future. With each section unique and important to the

story as a whole, it was important to find connecting points and questions that bridge the gap

between each one. If done correctly, I knew that a successful documentary would later follow the

hard work of interviewing. Once the sections were refined, the list of interviews followed. Of

that initial list, ten interviews would later be conducted. Those interviews are discussed further

and in detail in the Production section of this paper.

Aesthetic Considerations

In the beginning, I hoped to feature an aesthetic that was dim and intimate for our

interviews. This would include warm, golden primary lighting and darker backgrounds in order

to draw audiences attention to the interviewees’ emotional responses. This was the hope in the

beginning, when it was unclear how long the COVID-19 pandemic would last and what effects it

would bring. However, by late summer 2020, it was clear that this option would not be available

to my crew. Therefore, we opted for a safer approach to interviewing individuals in the Muncie

community. To do this, I planned to have as many interviews outdoors with natural lighting. This
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would later prove to not be anywhere close to my original vision for the documentary’s

appearance; but that’s life. The aesthetic considerations that would follow included a brighter

look, with higher contrast and still with a warmer, golden appearance.

In terms of B-Roll that was captured for this documentary, little-to-no aesthetic choices

were considered. This is because, in order to stay in line with journalism ethics, I did not want to

in any way stage images for this film. Therefore, most of the B-Roll was recorded in a “run and

gun” fashion. I allowed my director of photography, Nick Kampsen, to decide what he thought

was best and I trusted him to get a swath of images that would be useful to all of the storylines

we were chasing. The meaning behind this was to interfere as little as possible, and to attempt to

capture images of people and things in their natural ways of life. This can be found, specifically,

in our B-Roll footage inside both of Muncie’s middle schools. Kampsen and I attempted to stay

out of the way of students, teachers, and administrators as much as possible.

However, aesthetics were heavily considered later on in the post-production process of

the documentary. As you can find, certain segments of the documentary’s story rely greatly on

the use of graphics, specifically to describe what the interviewees are saying. There are several

moments through the documentary that offer information that is presented in a gritty, decayed

aesthetic. These graphics were created in Adobe AfterEffects and all incorporate many layers to

each effect. These layers are incredibly important as they incorporate an aesthetic that I believe

the entire documentary benefits from. Specific details of this aesthetic can be found in these

layers, including the use of film burns, degraded film, light flashes, scratches, lines, and staines.

All layers were originally created to heighten the feel that the graphics matched the old pieces of

archival footage. These effects are used in all three cuts of the documentary and do not rely on

the use or nonuse of narration.
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This aesthetic emphasises the theme of history and time that I found in the answers of my

interviews. There is a thematic arc in Covenants of the Land: Middletown’s Divide that is based

on historical systemic racism that is still affecting our present day communities. I felt that my

graphic effects could give volume to this theme, thus a gritty, historic aesthetic is brought

through. This aesthetic can be found in the old projector footage that is incorporated throughout

the film, and even in the props that were used to create the documentary’s introduction. Outside

of the graphics that were created to resemble this damaged, historic archival footage, I sought to

include actual footage of a projector running in the beginning of the film. This gives the film a

connecting throughline of damaged footage, of history returning.

Technical Parameters

Of all things to consider when it came to creating this documentary, aside from the

journalistic investigation, equipment was at the top of the list. At the start of the fall 2020

semester, all students were advised to limit the equipment they would rent from Ball State

University Media Services. No longer would large orders of equipment be allowed. Therefore,

my crew and I, specifically my director of photography Nick Kampsen, had to consider what

paths to follow when it came to obtaining our interviews and B-Roll footage. With these

considerations, Kampsen and I listed what equipment would be absolutely necessary. On the top

of that list was the camera. With Amy Frye and Austin Webster already on the crew—both of

whom personally owned a Blackmagic Pocket Cinema 4K camera—Kampsen and I decided to

go with what was most readily available and to not exhaust Ball State University Media

Services’ supply of equipment. This decision was made to help other students that may have

been producing projects at the same time as our crew was. With this decision made, we would



OBJECTIVITY IN NARRATIVE DOCUMENTARY 17

only need to rent one of Media Services’ Blackmagic cameras for our third angle of interviews,

along with the MixPre 10T, a boom microphone kit, and support equipment.

Also in line with COVID-19 protocol, I made it a top priority to attempt to conduct as

many interviews outdoors as possible. One of the many reasons for this was to give my crew

members and interviewees the safety of distance between each other. This, of course, presented a

unique problem of camera and lighting set-up. On the terms lighting, we were forced to roll with

a natural lighting look, as shade and sunlight were impossible to control. However, on the terms

of the camera set-up, Kampsen and I favored a longer lens for each interview. The lenses used

included a 21 mm Zeiss Cinema Prime lens, two 35 mm Zeiss Cinema Prime lenses, a 50 mm

Zeiss Cinema Prime lens, an 85 mm Zeiss Cinema Prime lens, a 55-250 mm Canon photography

lens, and a 55-300 mm Canon photography lens. This gave all involved more peace of mind

during interviews and B-Roll shoots. All interviews were shot in 4K (3840p x 2160p) resolution

so that the option to rescale the image would be available later on in post-production.

Framing of the interviews was highly considered on both sides of the camera. We opted

for a traditional, talking head style with the interviewee in one of the thirds of the frame. I

attempted to obtain the same number of interviews to be conducted on both the right and left side

of the frame with consideration of post-production and the final product. I was worried that too

many interviewees on one side of the frame would be jarring to the audience. The framing of

each interview for this production, however, was unique in the fact that a camera was always on

me, as well. I had never done this before, and it led to an extended time of interview set-up. Not

only did we have to think about the framing position of one subject—including the background

and sunlight—but we also had to consider that for my angle. This, of course, was done to satisfy

what would later become the “seen narrator” version of the documentary.
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Another defining part of our production process in terms of technical equipment was the

issue of audio. Once again, the global pandemic would pose a potential problem of contact

between my crew and the interviewees. To expel this potential issue, my sound mixer Jordan

Flora and I decided that using a boom microphone for most interviews would be the best possible

solution. This would later lead to limitations and issues, of which will be brought up later, with

battling the elements of an outdoor interview. However, there is no other way that I would have

had my crew do it and I would not have sacrificed the safety of my crew and interviewees for a

different outcome.

Discussion of Project

The question of a narrator’s influence on a documentary’s objectivity and integrity could

be tested with any story, at any time, and with any source. The creation of Covenants of the

Land: Middletown’s Divide was not reliant on the creation of this question of narration integrity

and objectivity. In truth, I could have taken any subject matter, with much greater control and

expediency, to achieve this creative project’s goals. However, I believed that doing so would be a

disservice to not only my education, but also to my growing career, the field of documentary film

work, and the Muncie community.

All of those long nights spent editing, or researching, or discovering pieces of buried

information that would change the trajectory of the documentary—as well as the incredible work

of my crew—have come to the creation of three versions of the same documentary. These three

versions attempt to tell exactly the same story with the same voices, facts, and sources of

information. The only differences are the use of narration and whether or not you see me and my

crew. In the future, this project can be the basis of quantitative research by taking these three
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versions of our documentary and the research I have compiled to focus on designing a study that

tests the effects of narration on objectivity and the perception of truth.

Pre-Production

Considering the gravity of a global pandemic that was taking place at the time, and as

well as consideration for the health and safety of my crew and interviewees, I decided to begin

the pre-production of our documentary as soon as possible. This process began in the summer

months of 2020. Among the tens of books and web pages of readings and research was the

consideration of who would fill out that crew. At the Black Lives Matter March on June 4, 2020

—a march organized in the response to the murder of George Floyd—I met with Daniel Wood,

whom I had worked with on projects in the past. We spoke of the sensitivity of the subject, and

my desire to do it correctly. Daniel leapt at the opportunity, becoming one of my assistant

directors.

Most of the summer of 2020 was invested in research and investigation. This included

readings from The Other Side of Middletown by Luke Eric Lassiter, Hurley Goodall, Elizabeth

Campbell, and Michelle Natasya Johnson; Fear Itself by Ira Katznelson, historical newspaper

clippings, and many other sources documenting the oppression and systematic racism of Black

Munsonians, Black Hoosiers, and Black Americans. With this also came the deep dive into Ball

State University’s Digital Media Repository, where I found specific documents directly related to

the building of Northside High School, the school that was suggested to further segregate the city

of Muncie in the 1970s. It was this research, and the research that followed, that became the

basis of the documentary.
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During my research and investigation, I came across pieces of information that

significantly changed my perspective on the life that I live, the communities that I came from

and exist in today, and the national history that preceded me. I felt that a great evil had been

buried just beneath the surface and that it was a story that needed to be told. My desire to

uncover that story led me to the work of Bryan Preston. Preston  was formerly a geographic

information systems analyst for the Delaware County Office of Information. He had previously

gathered and published data and analysis on the effects of formerly redlined neighborhoods in

Delaware County. This analysis specifically focused on covenants, documents for plotted

neighborhoods that specifically stated rules and regulations for the properties. In the case of

Delaware County, several of these covenants specifically stated that only inhabitants of the “pure

White race” could live in those neighborhoods. This information and data became a cornerstone

of the research and development of our documentary.

The rest of the crew would soon come together following an important exchange with

another colleague, Musifiky Mogwe-Mulwale. I spoke to Musifiky on July 4, hoping to recruit

him as a producer and camera operator. We spoke of the importance of uncovering the injustices

of our community and of recording Black voices. After Musifiky joined the team, I asked

someone I had worked with in a previous documentary—Josh Rush—to join as a producer, as

well. Josh added an incalculable value, as he grew up in the Muncie community and has lived

part of this story personally. I felt it paramount to surround myself with diverse views and

experiences in order to accurately attempt to understand the story that we were following.

By August, I had crafted a crew of skill and experience, as well as younger students that

were eager to tell a story that mattered. At the same time as gathering a team to tell the story of

oppression in the Muncie community, Daniel, Musifiky, Josh, and I worked to find who would
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become the voices of our documentary. We considered the influences of politics, race, gender,

location, and expertise. I believed it was necessary to consider whose voice was telling what part

of the story, as well as individuals of communities that may feel in part forgotten by the press.

This was our effort to shine a light on oppression, but also shining a light on the work that is

being done, the work that has gone on for generations, to fight for equality.

Most importantly to me was limiting my crew’s contact with interviewees and each other.

Unfortunately, given the circumstances of a pandemic, I mandated a limit of eight in-person

interviews. By the beginning of the fall semester, we had roughly scheduled six of the eight

interviews. For several of these individuals, my producers established a pre-interview phone call

so that we could get a small glimpse at whether or not they would be able to answer the

questions we had set out for the documentary. These phone calls also included experts that

helped us flesh-out the data and questions that we were pursuing.

Regarding filming equipment, once again, the main concern was health and safety. In the

past, most equipment for film sets and projects came from the Ball State University Media

Services. However, considering COVID-19 protocol, equipment rental presented a unique

problem. Specifically, the problem revolved around contact tracing and the time that equipment

was allotted for. To circumvent these problems, I turned to my close friends to borrow the

equipment necessary to create our documentary. That equipment included two Blackmagic

Pocket Cinema 4Ks, two 35 mm lenses, two 50 mm lenses, a 17-70 mm photographic lens, and a

55 to 250 mm photographic lens. The equipment lended from friends also included tripods,

bounce boards, a shotgun microphone, and other various small items. For the rest of the

equipment, we needed to turn to the Ball State University Media Services. I was able to rent the

rest of the equipment that we needed, including several Zeiss Cinema lenses that my director of
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photography, Nick Kampsen, specifically stated he wanted to use. Primarily, we opted for longer

lenses such as the 50 mm Zeiss Cinema Prime lens due to our choice of interviews primarily

being held outside to reduce the potential spread of COVID-19.

As the beginning of the fall semester approached, and with it our first interview, I worked

diligently on planning the structure of interviews, including duration, personnel, location, and

health and safety equipment. Once an interview time and location had been established with the

source, I relied on Daniel, Musifiky, and Josh to be the point of contact with the individuals we

would be speaking with. Their conversations with the interviewees revolved around the details of

what we may be speaking about, who else we were hoping to speak with, and what the

documentary was about as a whole. As they continued the conversation, I worked with Nick on

the details of conducting interviews outside. Unfortunately, to align with COVID-19 protocols

and our own strict guidelines, we had to sacrifice our plans of a stylized documentary. The

original plan was to feature darker lighting set-ups in our interviews with one primary key light.

This type of lighting set-up would have produced an intimate environment for the documentary.

However, acknowledging that such a set-up would need to be indoors, my team and I agreed to

conduct as many interviews as we could outdoors. To pull this off, we relied heavily on public

parks and spaces in Muncie and Ball State University property.

By this point of pre-production, our list of potential interviewees included the Donati

family, Mary and Cornelius Dollison, WaTasha Barnes Griffin, Yvonne Thompson, and Terry

Whitt Bailey. Upon several nights of long meetings and discussions, my producers and I decided

that our story was leaning closer to a personal, anecdotal documentary. We discussed that the

sources we had reached out to were extremely strong as primary sources, sources that could

initiate an empathetic, emotional storyline. But we were lacking something else. My producers
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and I agreed that with only anecdotal evidence of systemic racism in Muncie, our documentary

could too easily be dismissed as opinion by the audience. We needed empirical evidence from

experts that could speak directly to specific questions we were going to raise through our

documentary. With the school year gearing up and schedules being filled, my producers were

unable to commit more time to finding the sources that we needed. To make sure the job was

done right, I turned to two trusted friends that I knew could help. Ashley Guenin and Austin

Webster came on to the project in September 2020.

With several sources still left to be filled, Ashley quickly took control. I knew what spots

remained of our story, and I knew roughly what type of sources they would be. Our documentary

was going to touch on the historical aspect of Muncie, the economic history and modern-day

struggles of Americans of color, and the discussion of modern-day neighborhood segregation,

including redlining and steering. To fill these gaps, I logically assumed we would need a local

historian, an economist, specifically one that focused on Black Americans, and someone tied to

the real estate practices of Delaware County.

As I focused on reserving gear, confirming interview locations, and the background

research of our sources, Ashley began reaching out to individuals who could possibly answer the

questions we had. Ashley also took it upon herself to do the background research on these

prospective interviewees, thus refining her list of experts. Soon, she informed me that we were

all set to schedule three more interviews. These would be with James Connolly, Middletown

Studies historian; Marshawn Wolley, a civil entrepreneur based in Indianapolis; and Lucius

Conner, a real estate agent based in Muncie.

One of the most important things to consider about the pre-production and production of

this documentary is that in some respects, they took place simultaneously. Once we secured our
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list of interviewees, we began to schedule each one individually. This resulted in a continued

effort of pre-production that overlapped our production. Another important function of

pre-production came after each interview. We collected all notes that were taken and assembled

the team to have a conversation about the source and what they spoke to. This piece of the

documentary became one of the more valuable to the end product. In these meetings, we crafted

the story together. We raised questions of truth and of objectivity, as well as the credibility and

integrity of our sources. I likened this process to that of a fact-checker in a newsroom, or an

editor pouring over line after line, making sure things fit. And of course, this part of the process

was incredibly important to me because I was able to hear the opinions and thoughts of the team

members I had surrounded myself with. Without them and these meetings, the documentary

never could have become what it did.

Production

The production of Covenants of the Land: Middletown’s Divide took place over roughly

four months in the autumn of 2020. A total of ten interviews were conducted between Aug. 30

and Nov. 13, eight of which were later used to create the complete narrative of the documentary.

All three versions of the documentary, regardless of the use of narration, rely on the words of

these individuals, and their words in all versions are nearly identical to the others. The eight

interviews that found their way into the final edit of the documentary are described below.

The vast majority of our secondary footage, or our B-Roll, was also gathered at this time,

as well. Following the description of the interviews is a detailed description of the process of

capturing this footage. Once again, the B-Roll has no major deviations between the three

versions of this documentary. In Appendix 1 you will find the call sheets to several of these
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interviews and B-Roll shoots. In the event of small crews, call sheets were not made for some

events. In their place, communication was conducted by phone call.

The Donati Interview

Primary production for Covenants of the Land: Middletown’s Divide began on the

afternoon of Aug. 30, 2020 with the interview of the Donati family. The Donati family consisted

of Jason and Sasha Donati and three of their four children present. Of the family, our main focus

was with Donati's eldest daughter, Destiny. Following the events of George Floyd’s murder on

May 25, 2020, social unrest and racial protests took place from coast to coast, in cities both large

and small. The movement known as Black Lives Matter would soon encompass the conversation

of what it meant to live in America as a person of color, specifically at the hands of law

enforcement. Early on, Destiny Donati took action and organized one of Muncie’s first protests

following the murder of Floyd. The fact that Destiny took the opportunity to lead a protest was

significant in and of itself; but what made Destiny’s story even more unique was that she was

still a student attending Muncie Central High School at the time.

My team and I found that Destiny’s voice was needed for the documentary, not only

because of the protest that she led, but because of the broader story of the fight for equality. In

certain ways, Destiny represented the next generation of Americans that are leading the march

for civil rights. We also valued the input of Destiny’s parents and her younger siblings.

To follow COVID-19 protocol and our own guidelines, the Donati interview was held

outdoors at Washington Park at the corner of Adams Street and Pershing Drive. All crew

members were required to wear masks at all times, use hand sanitizer regularly, and to keep their

distance from other crew members and the Donati family. Per director of photography Nick



OBJECTIVITY IN NARRATIVE DOCUMENTARY 26

Kampsen’s and my plan, all crew members were situated within 7 to 25 feet of distance between

each other. This structure, and its reverse, would be used for all other outdoor interviews through

our entire production. One of the most important aspects of this set-up was the location of our

three cameras. Considering the necessary coverage we needed for the point of the creative

project— to question the effect of a narrator—we had to position a camera on both the

interviewee and the interviewer. In all cases, including the Donati interview, I was the

interviewer. In this instance, one camera, stationed by camera operator and producer Austin

Webster, was focused solely on me. Our two other cameras, stationed by Nick and assistant

camera 1 Kevin Sholley were focused on the interviewees. These three angles allowed me to

later create the documentary’s three different cuts, thus allowing me to test my creative project.

After the Donati interview, I created a graphic board to visualize how character arcs and

thematic arcs would interact and intersect throughout our documentary (Appendix 2). This would

go on to help Musifiky and me create a basis of character and theme questions to continually go

back to throughout our interviews and editing process.

The Dollison Interview

Through each step of the process of making this documentary, I kept in mind a few pieces

that I deemed absolutely necessary to the story’s narrative. One of those pieces was a type of

voice that I deemed a mentor, an elder in the fight for civil rights. Early on in pre-production, I

found the people that would fit that piece—Mary and Cornelius Dollison. The Dollisons are

highly regarded individuals in the Muncie community that have been working for educational

equity and justice for decades. Specifically, the Dollisons are the driving force behind one of the
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top after-school programs in the city—Motivate Our Minds. After establishing contact with

them, the Dollisons were gracious enough to invite our crew into their homes for an interview.

That interview was conducted on the weekend of Sept. 5, 2020. Having lived in the

Muncie community for more than 50 years, Mary and Cornelius rolled out stories of growth and

time, but also of hardship and pain. They revealed their thoughts on what Muncie is and how it

has treated them through the years, as well as how it has changed. But something began to stick

in my mind during and after this interview. Mary and Cornelius clearly pointed out that even

though Muncie has changed, and America as well, things are still very much the same. That

regardless of the fight for equality that they had joined decades ago, and the civil rights giants

that led them in the Muncie community like Hurley C. Goodall, there was still so much work to

be done. Later on in the editing process, I found that this duality would become a large thematic

element in the documentary, specifically complimented by the younger generation just now

continuing that fight for equality.

The Dollison interview featured a three camera set-up, with two angles of Mary and

Cornelius and one of me conducting the interview. Once again, to limit contact with my crew and

the interviewees, a boom microphone was used to record their audio. To limit gear that we had to

bring into the Dollisons’ home, we opted for a minimal set-up regarding lighting. To our favor, a

large dining room window created a nice natural look to our frames.

The Barnes Griffin Interview

It should be noted just how much work my crew and I put in on this project even before

we began the fall semester. Through the month of August, Josh Rush and I worked closely to

secure what we hoped would be our primary human source. I had found WaTasha Barnes
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Griffin’s story interesting, and I was thinking that her voice would fill several different types of

roles. Her experience as a Black woman born and raised in Muncie is specifically connected to

our story as a potential anecdotal source, but her position on the Muncie Community School

Board gives her voice something more. She’s inherently a political source as well as a primary

human source.

Josh worked hard to secure contact with WaTasha. He took on this front because he had

previously known her while growing up in Muncie himself. Once contact was established, the

three of us conducted a phone call pre-interview. This was to see just exactly how she could fit

and whether or not she would be open to talk about the school system. Following the phone call,

an interview date was set, Sept. 27, 2020 at Heekin Park.

The morning of Sept. 27 was marred by several issues that greatly threatened the

outcome of the day. I woke up to a message from my assistant director Zoleanny Carmona

saying that she could not make it to the interview due to work. While figuring out how to move

forward without her, I received phone calls from Musifiky and Daniel. Musifiky had possibly

come in contact with a positive case of COVID-19 the evening before. For the safety of my crew

and the interviewees, I instructed him to stay home. Daniel then called to inform me that he was

running a fever for unknown reasons. Once again, to protect the rest of us, I instructed Daniel to

stay home as well. Upon arriving at the interview site, I was informed that Josh and Kevin

Sholley failed to show up. Without a doubt, Sept. 27 was the hardest day of production for this

documentary.

Regardless of a skeleton crew, we were able to pull off WaTasha’s interview. This

interview began with a three camera set-up, but due to one of the cameras malfunctioning during

the interview, we finished with a two camera set-up. Another hardship with the Barnes Griffin
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interview was wind. That day was moderately windy at Heekin Park, and there are moments

were WaTasha’s answers are distorted by it.

Overall, however, this interview proved to be nearly all that I had hoped for. WaTasha

was able to convey her emotions toward the city of Muncie as well as describe its divisions.

More importantly, she was able to explain how racial inequalities affect specific schools in

different locations of the city. For these reasons, the Barnes Griffin interview became priceless to

me later on in post-production.

The Thompson Interview

In the beginning stages of the project, even before I began extensive research into the

covenants of the area, there was one individual that I absolutely knew I wanted in the

documentary. Yvonne Thompson, the director of the City of Muncie Human Rights Department,

is that person. In the past, I had gotten the chance to interview Thompson regarding a similar

subject. I knew that she would be a perfect source, not only for her knowledge and position of

power and influence, but for her abrasive compassion. I knew that I would be able to ask

Thompson anything and she would give me a straight, down the barrel answer.

This interview was conducted on Sept. 27, 2020, in Heekin Park as well. Following a

camera malfunction, we were only able to use a two camera set-up for this interview. Therefore,

a camera was directed at each of us during the interview. As with all other interviews that took

place outside, our crew used natural lighting for this interview and a boom microphone.

Even though Thompson, herself, has a storied history in the Muncie community of

personal tribulations, her voice worked as a secondary professional source in the documentary. I

knew this going into the interview, and I tailored my approach accordingly. Her answers to some
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of the documentary’s most important questions are searing and direct. But her voice also carries a

level of emotion that is hard to describe. It is my hope that Thompson is one of the lasting

images that the audience takes with them after watching Covenants of the Land, and that they

reflect on the weight of her words. This is my hope, because Thompson’s final words, to me

personally, are just so impactful. She is the call to action. Her words, in the closing moments of

the film, encapsulate not only the struggle for equality, but what we must do every moment of

every hour to tear back the layers set in time of systemic racism.

The Whitt Bailey Interview

On Oct. 18, 2020, my crew and I met with community activist and former candidate for

the Mayor of Muncie Terry Whitt Bailey to speak about the modern-day civil rights movement,

political engagement, and the Black Lives Matter movement. I felt that a person of Whitt

Bailey’s position was important to include in the documentary because several of our other

interviewees had mentioned that they felt politicians were not doing enough to support Black

Americans and oppressed communities.

In truth, the majority of Whitt Bailey’s interview was not necessarily along the lines of

what I was hoping for. The conversation lacked a throughline that was found in other interviews,

and Whitt Bailey, for the most part, diverted questions regarding politics. In fact, she mentioned

several times that she does not, in fact, consider herself a politician. This led to a feeling of

gridlock during the interview. I felt that even though I was prepared to use other tactics to gain

answers from Whitt Bailey, she would continually answer inward, commenting about her own

life and avoiding the topic of a holistic struggle.
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However, toward the ending of the interview, Whitt Bailey responded with incredible

answers that felt to me at least as if they encompassed the documentary’s mission. She spoke

with cadence and weight, and her answers were simply too good not to use in the final cut. The

issue with Whitt Bailey’s interview is not what it may seem, that she was a dodgy source that

didn’t answer truthfully or avoided answering my questions completely. On the contrary, this

interview was an issue of character. I believe that Whitt Bailey felt herself to be an anecdotal

source, a primary voice of the documentary that could be used to project her pain and strife. But

the type of source I needed from Whitt Bailey was not anecdotal primary, it was secondary

professional. Similar to the Dollisons, I was hoping Whitt Bailey would give me 30,000 foot

views of the state of things. She did not. In the end, this did not become an alarming issue, I

believe mainly because my crew and I did a good enough job of getting a diversified, broad

group of interviewees.

The Conner Interview

When considering the compounding effects of racists practices such as steering and

redlining, it is important to gain the voice of an individual who has seen it from the side that

controls it. A realtor, or someone associated with the business of real estate in the Muncie area,

was crucial for the completion of the documentary. A source such as this, a secondary

professional, could lead our documentary toward unwinding the history and the racism that I

found in my research. This interview could also answer some of the pivotal questions we still

had regarding these historic practices, now long since illegal, continue to dictate where

Americans of color live and how far they can go in life.
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Finding the right person for this interview became incredibly difficult. Any potential

source that I reached out to, or real estate firms, had shut me down at the beginning. It was

beginning to seem as though we could lose out on gathering one of our more crucial sources of

the documentary, thus damaging our credibility. Even harder, the search for this source came at

the height of all other work that was happening and being planned. Once again, I turned to

Ashley. Time after time, Ashley had proven to be the all-star of the crew. Within days, she

produced a name, Lucius Conner. Conner is a realtor with Muncie’s Coldwell Banker Real

Estate, and was surprisingly eager to answer our questions. On the dizzly morning of Oct. 19,

2020, my team and I sat down with Lucius to speak about the practices that continue to oppress

Munsonians of color.

Our interview with Lucius was a tight three camera set-up that took place in his dining

room. Due to the rain, our crew faced two clear issues while on set. Obviously, conducting the

interview outside was not an option. The Conner interview would be one of the few that we did

not conduct outdoors. Secondly, the rain and darker sky did not yield much light coming through

the dining room’s main window. For the first time in our documentary’s production, we used a

lighting set-up. That set-up included a three-point structure with Fiilex lights, as well as two light

panels that we bounced off the dining room table.

The Wolley Interview

After learning about the systemic oppressive tactics of real estate, I knew we needed

someone to explain the compounding effects of the value of that real estate. At the start of the

month, I had turned to Ashley to help me find an individual that could help us understand how

property taxes are funneled toward institutions such as public education and why undervalued
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neighborhoods of color would be prone to the system’s abuse. On Oct. 27, 2020, we were able to

meet with Marshawn Wolley, a civil entrepreneur based out of Indianapolis.

Marshawn’s interview was the only interview that we used that was conducted via video

call. This was done for two main reasons. The first reason was that Marshawn was unable to

travel to Muncie for our interview and my crew and I were unable to find the time to travel to

Indianapolis. The second reason, obviously, was the pandemic. By this time in the semester, the

weather was starting to turn and winter was on its way. We needed to wrap things up quickly and

an outdoor interview was nearly out of the question. Marshawn’s voice would go on to become

one of the most prominent in the entire documentary. I believe this happened because for all of

the complex questions our story asks, a straight-forward answer is needed. Luckily, Marshawn

proved to be an expert and shed light on how the system continues to affect individuals of color

and the neighborhoods they live in.

The Connolly Interview

Through the course of pre-production and production, I knew our story would need a

source that grounded our narrative to the local history. Specifically, we were looking for an

individual that had a broad history of Muncie, including knowledge of its demographics,

expansions, divisions, and important people who had led the charge for civil rights. After some

collaboration, Musifiky and I determined that Dorshele Stewart of Ball State University’s history

department would be a good fit. Stewart’s expertise in urban and elementary education would

have been able to explain some of the pieces we had left in the story. Primarily, Stewart may

have been able answer why urban centers in America tend to have more failing schools
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compared to their suburban counterparts. However, following several e-mail communications,

we were unable to secure an interview date with Dr. Stewart.

Still without a crucial piece of the documentary to be explained, and with time running

thin, I moved on to a source that I had used in the past for a previous documentary and knew that

would work with us. James Connolly, director of Ball State University’s Middletown Studies,

lacked the precise details of structural educational issues we wanted answered. However,

Connolly was an expert in the topic of Muncie history and fit our bill of tying together the

groundwork we had already laid with interviews such as WaTasha Barnes Griffin and Yvonne

Thompson.

On Oct. 30, 2020, Connolly met me and my crew to speak about the historical aspects of

systemic racism and clear up questions that I had regarding the covenants that I had found. An

interview such as this one only grew in importance as time went on. Later, during the editing

process, I realized how important Connolly’s words would become. While used sparingly, his

answers were used to ground the anecdotal experiences of other voices in the documentary.

But gathering this interview was not easy. This was the only interview that was

conducted on a weekday—the only time Connolly was open. Therefore, crew member

availability was incredibly low. We were able to piece things together with a crew of just three.

Due to the small crew, we were unable to use a three camera set-up. However, we were still able

to direct a camera toward me as I conducted the interview. All interviews that we conducted

during production had at least this two camera set-up to allow me to edit together the “seen

narrator” version of the documentary.

B-Roll Footage
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During the course of production, B-Roll footage was gathered in four primary shoots.

One of the hardships of creating this documentary in only a few months was that we could not

finish all interviews and the first few rounds of edits before gathering B-Roll. If we were to do

that, our B-Roll footage would be more precise and specific to story beats of the documentary.

Unfortunately, our tight schedule of production, the hindrance of COVID-19, and the coming

winter meant that we would have to get somewhat general B-Roll footage that could be used in

the documentary. This was a wide-net approach as opposed to a focused one that I was hoping to

have. Regardless, we were still able to record footage that was compelling and fit our story.

B-Roll footage was gathered on seven primary dates throughout the fall. These dates

were Sept. 5, Sept. 25, Oct. 16, Oct. 24, Nov. 13, and Nov. 20. Sept. 5’s and Sept. 25’s B-Roll

shoots took place at Southside Middle and Northside Middle schools, respectively. In order to

preserve journalistic integrity, no shot list was created for these shoots, nor were any shots

staged. Nick Kampsen and I wanted to gather footage of students as they normally are, in their

specific educational environment. Therefore, our set-up was minimal and allowed us to move

quickly. Footage was gathered on a Sony DSLR while attached to a steady-cam device.

Footage gathered on Oct. 16 and Oct. 24 were specifically tailored to the documentary’s

neighborhood storyline. Knowing that many interviewees spoke about where individuals live and

how that alters their ability in life led Nick and I to the conclusion that images of these different

neighborhoods was incredibly important. We chose to focus on two neighborhoods in particular,

Westwood and Whitley. These two neighborhoods represent strong qualities of the film, and they

contrast each other in important areas of note, such as racial demographics and property value.

Images of Westwood were gathered on Oct. 16, while images of Whitely were gathered on Oct.

24.
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Nov. 13’s footage was gathered by only Nick as I had a scheduling conflict. However,

this shoot was fairly laid back and on Nick’s own time. This shoot included footage of specific

Muncie locations. Aerial footage of the city was gathered on the afternoon of Nov. 20 via a drone

with the help of Hayden Goldsworthy. There are other pieces of B-Roll footage that were

gathered throughout the year, including some in the spring. While this footage is important as it

was used to clear up certain moments in the documentary, no coordination was required as I

gathered this footage on my own time by myself.

Post-Production

Following the fall semester and the long winter of 2020, I began to sift through the

footage that we had accumulated, both through interviews and the B-Roll shoots that we

conducted. Through the month of January, I meticulously went statement by statement, line by

line, as I looked for the right story to follow and build. Thankfully to my assistant editor,

Amanda Huynh, nearly all interviews had been logged. With access to each word that many of

our interviewees said, I was able to relatively quickly search for thematic bridges and

similarities. This would later lead to the first rough cut that was produced in mid-February.

The first cut, all following cuts, graphics, and audio, were edited using the Adobe Suite

2018. I used Adobe for two primary reasons; first, I have full access to it, and second, it is the

program I am most familiar with and I did not want to make any mistakes. For the first rough cut

of the documentary, I specifically focused on crafting the voice and impact of the story. After all,

most of what this cut consisted of was the talking heads. But, in the end, that is the most

important aspect of every documentary. Without the voices and answers of the interviewees, a

documentary cannot stand on its own strength and integrity. To maintain a constant storyline
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across the three versions of the documentary that would later become the final product, I began

with the standard documentary that would feature standard narration. Upon completion of the

first rough cut, I sent it out to several members of my crew hoping to receive critiques and

suggestions. Following this step, I was able to take a critical look at individual parts of the film,

such as character screen time, what questions were posed and answered, and what loops were

still left to be closed.

Like bowling pins, my edit proved to set up the questions and later knock them down

with answers. I found great satisfaction in the art of weaving the story together through this

analogy. I took meticulous notes on how character arcs and theme arcs were progressing through

each act and I was beginning to feel confident that certain parts of the documentary would raise

concerns and deliver payoffs for the audience. Great consideration was given to the voices that

interacted with these questions and answers of the story that I had set out to report on. As before,

when my producers and I took great care in choosing who would be our interviewees, now came

the time to consider who would have the greatest impact, the most speaking time, the lasting

image of our documentary. This part of the conversation in and of itself nearly destroys the myth

of objectivity. There was never an option of gathering all equal answers to each question. If I

were to attempt a path as that one, I believe the human aspect of the story would have been lost.

On the contrary, I believe that giving long and thorough consideration to these potential biases

and variables strengthened our documentary’s integrity.

The symbolic theme of time and history began to shine through the story as I edited. In

the past, I had never truly considered documentaries to have these cinematic qualities of

symbolism and deep thematic meaning, but I began to find them in the answers of our

interviews. Specifically, I found recurring notes of time gone by, and of time running out. Take
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two of our interviews, for example—The Dollisons and the Donatis. Both became extremely

important interviews, not only for their thorough and emotional answers, but as a symbol of the

continued fight for liberty and freedom. The Dollisons have long been activists and civil rights

leaders in the Muncie community. Their words paint a picture of history; their age paints a truth

of how long it has taken. On the other hand, the Donatis, especially Destiny, show a new

generation taking up the torch, continuing the march.

Once changes were made to the bedrock of the documentary in accordance with the

suggestions I received from my team, the jump was made to narrate and score the film. Even

though the documentary and the creative project relied on the creation of narration, this step

proved to be relatively easy given all the knowledge I had accumulated through months of

research. I began by watching the rough cut that I had produced. Going scene by scene, I spoke

over the open areas that I had left, inserting information that I felt was missing and giving it what

can be described as improvised narration. This allowed me to get a scene of what felt right and

what emotional beats to hit. The narration would go on to be tweaked and altered slightly, but the

original cut of narration is nearly identical to the final version.

In the past, I had relied on free music downloads from sites such as YouTube. However,

for this documentary, I truly wanted each aspect of the film to be genuine and something that was

created for the story of Muncie. One of the members of our crew, Steven Webber, had had a long

history of work in music and approached me about his desire of scoring a film. We collaborated

through the month of February, debating the pacing of each section of the documentary, the

characters and their own backstories, and a lot of the information that I had uncovered through

the previous eight months. One of the things I truly appreciated about Steven’s work was how

important the story was to him and the people the documentary was about. I found our
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conversations to not only be about what would become the score of the documentary, but also its

emotion and the lasting weight it would leave. By early March, I was able to add Steven’s score.

Next would come the smaller, yet important, details of the film. In the beginning, I did

not anticipate graphics to be as important as they would become. That assumption would go on

to prolong post-production due to a lack of knowledge of Adobe AfterEffects. As the days grew

closer to April, my understanding of the tricky program broadened thanks to online tutorials and

Chris Flook’s expert help. In the end, the endless hours of creating, destroying, and re-piecing

graphic maps of Delaware County yielded several moving 3D images that I can proudly stand by.

These graphics became so important because they allowed me to succinctly portray information

in a multi-level format at the same time. For example, the first map graphic that is shown, I

establish the city of Muncie and notable neighborhoods that exist in it. Then, a glowing red line

wraps around each neighborhood that had or still has a covenant that in any way prohibited

people from living there. As this takes place on screen, Yvonne Thompson describes the meaning

of these covenants and what neighborhoods have them.

As the narrative cut was refined and made better with each pass, I began to create the

other two versions, one without narration and one where you can hear the narrator and see me

asking questions. Keeping in mind the fact that nearly all of the narrative cut is in some way a

part of the other two, this process was fairly simple. For the version without narration, I simply

removed the audio track that included the narration. There is a moment during the documentary

that used a lengthy portion of narration. It was this narration that transitioned the documentary

toward a more educational lens. Specifically, this narration reveals the building of Northside

High School in Muncie, and the accusations that it was built to further segregate the school

system and the city. Without this narration, there isn’t really a transition. However, in its place, I
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included archival footage and audio of activists and school board members at the time. Their

voices reveal the issue that took place and the tension that ensued.

The version of the documentary that includes the image of the narrator and the crew was

more tricky, but still fairly simple compared to the assembly of the entire documentary. For this

version, the original narration was kept in, as well as footage of some of the questions that were

asked during the interviews. I also cut out some of the B-Roll footage that can be found in the

narration version to replace it with footage of reaction shots and footage that reveals the crew

during interviews.

Summary

In the end, you’ll find the three versions of Covenants of the Land: Middletown’s Divide

tell a compelling story of oppression in America’s Hometown. Regardless of the use of narration

or not, the facts, anecdotes, and data stand to tell a story that should be heard by not only

Munsonians, but Americans in general. It is my hope that a documentary such as this spurs the

continued work to reveal oppression and to expand freedoms to the under-privaledged and

forgotten.

In terms of narration, the differences are noticeable, but I do not believe they change the

endgame of the documentary. I think of it as different modes of transportation, yet all roads lead

to the end. Even though one version may reveal the crew, or in another the narrator may remain

silent, the same facts are still revealed at the same time. All three documentaries end in the same

way. However, it is unprofessional of me to assume that all viewers would arrive at the same

conclusion given which documentary they saw. Even still, it is foolish of me to think that all

audience members would take these pieces of a story and come to the same conclusion as I have
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found myself. But, in the end, that’s not necessarily what is important. What is important is that

the story goes on, and that it continues to be told.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Limitations

The limitations of this project are plentiful and boundless; but I would assume that’s a

recurring conclusion of any documentary film that was produced during a global pandemic.

Regardless, I am extremely proud of my crew for sticking through some of the hardest months of

the health crisis to come together and tell this important story of the Muncie community that I

believe needed to be told. I am also incredibly thankful to the individuals that allowed us to

speak with them about this hard topic, that welcomed us even with the risk of infection. Mostly, I

am thankful that they helped me tell this story in such a trying time.

As with many projects, time is always a limitation and factor to consider. For this

production, it was an ever present critic. From the very beginning, in April 2020 when I decided

to go after this story, I knew time would be a large limitation to what we could do, who we could

speak with, how many interviews we would be able to have, and potentially doing the story a

disservice. In the summer of 2020, I followed news of COVID-19 infections closely, and read

many sources of analysis of what the autumn might look like. In accordance with that guidance, I

determined that all interviews would need to take place outdoors. In order to do that, temperature

and time of year were incredible factors to consider. In time, we would end up moving a few

interviews indoors only at the request of the interviewee. Still, the super majority of our

interviews were conducted in open outdoor spaces.
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Regardless of our rigorous attention to detail, safety protocol, and distance, our first

interview—the Donatis—was marred by news of a positive COVID-19 result. The result, one of

interviewees, did not lead to any further infections, and no member of my crew ever tested

positive. Still, the news set production back three weeks. Knowing full well that time was of the

essence, the delay of three weeks of autumn could have proven to be catastrophic. Luckily, we

were able to regroup at the end of September for several crucial interviews and continue into

October.

Aside from COVID-19, limitations became a constant reality with this production. As to

be expected, budget, editing skill, outdoor environments, and scheduling became limitations.

After funding PPE and crafty for each set, I could not personally pay for any position of the

production. Luckily, we were able to rely on Ball State University’s Media Services, the

dedication of my crew members to the story we set out to tell, and the help of friends that had

personally purchased film equipment. Without them, this documentary would not have been

possible.

The limitation of editing skill primarily lies in my lack of knowledge of Adobe After

Effects. To be honest, I’ve only known the basics of the program since September 2020, so I

believe it is to be expected as a limitation. However, I’m learning as I continue on in my career.

In the future, I would like to focus more on the types of graphics that I created for these three

documentaries. Even though I believe I have pushed myself beyond my creative limit for the

time being, I know there is still work to be done. I would like to focus on spatial particles in the

graphics to give it a more grundy aesthetic, possibly altering the lighting and movement as well.

In regards to the limitation of outdoor environments, sound presented itself to be a hard

problem to solve. In several interviews, even with the use of boom microphone filters, wind,
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street noise, and cicadas have several moments of peaking through the documentary.

Unfortunately, some of these instances were too severe to fix. For future productions, I would

like to focus on these issues before they happen by planning ahead. Of course, a lavalier

microphone could be the problem solver, but considering COVID-19 protocol, I never wanted

any of my crew members to come in contact with an interviewee. Therefore, we boomed

everything.

For potential future projects that may continue this story of Muncie’s covenants and how

they affect our modern communities of color and beyond, I would suggest approaching the

project with an open mind. With that must come an intense amount of energy to plan out what

may or may not happen, as well as in-depth research of the local history and the individuals that

have lived these stories. Time is the most important aspect of limitation. Planning ahead and

allowing yourself to be versatile as new facts are uncovered is the only way to approach a story

such as this.

Conclusion

The primary goal of this creative project is to make note of and explore the potential

impact the voice and/or image of a narrator may make in the perception of a documentary’s

integrity, objectivity, and overall ability to report the truth. More importantly, however, this

creative project was created not only to satisfy the requirements of a university graduate

capstone, but to also further the social discussions of oppression and civil liberties in America, to

uncover long buried information of systemic racism, and to reveal how our history continues to

haunt our present. My objective was to create a documentary that questioned the use of narration

and its impact on objectivity. In the process, I found a documentary that was far more important
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to the people that are around me, the community that I was raised in, the pain of oppression, and

the continued fight for civil rights. In doing so, I believe I’ve created a film that satisfies the

former, and only begins to uncover the latter.

I believe that all three versions of Covenants of the Land: Middletown’s Divide retain the

qualities of objectivity and integrity in the concept of journalism and documentary filmmaking

ethics. However, there are important things to consider when thinking of each version’s impact

on the audience. The cut that features both narration and visuals of the interviewer and the crew

delivers all of the same information, details, and sources. However, the concept of seeing the

filmmaker—in this case, a white cis gender male—as opposed to the face of the person actually

speaking could be jarring and confusing to the audience. This was a point of great concern for

me as the creator of this documentary, and through each process I wanted to carefully value the

idea of the ownership of this story. Covenants of the Land is a story of oppression and pain that I

have never had to personally experience, and one that I can never truly know. This is why I feel

that the version of this documentary that includes my reactions to statements instead of the

primary emotion of the interviewee takes something away from the overall story.

During the editing process, I took meticulous notes on the story arcs and character arcs

that I was including. Part of this process was giving great consideration to whose voices were

taking up the most time. For example, the most prolific voice in the entire documentary is that of

Marshawn Wolley, the civil entrepreneur that helped explain a lot of the present-day effects of

systemic racism. Wolley’s voice and/or image is featured for more than three minutes

throughout, a length that no other interviewee broke. However, in the seen narrator version of the

documentary, my voice and image records a time of approximately three and a quarter minutes.
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One of the great advantages that the seen narrator cut has, however, is the chance for the

audience to see into the filmmaking process, albeit a brief and narrow look behind the curtain. I

believe this to be a great advantage for individuals such as students to hear some of the questions

that led to the answers that were featured in the final cut. From my own experience, interviewing

was always one of the hardest aspects to grapple with during my undergraduate education.

Oftentimes, the final product of a story or documentary is given to students without the

explanation of the hours of preparation, research, and practice that goes into interviewing. With

this cut of the film, audience members will be able to see how some of the pivotal answers of the

documentary were set up through the questions that were asked.

The second version of the documentary was created without any narration or visuals of

the crew or myself. From beginning to end, this cut features a storyline that is completely driven

by the voices of our interviewees and the documentary’s background information. In place of

where the narration was used in the other cuts, other answers and extended voice clips from our

interviewees—primarily Lucius Conner and Marshawn Wolley—filled the gaps. Also, in the

middle of the documentary, narration was previously used to ask broader questions of what it

may mean on a national scale that “America’s Middletown” has these problems. In the version of

the documentary without narration, this larger idea is brought up, specifically by Wolley, but it is

not spoken about as directly as it is in the other versions. This may be a hindrance on the

perception of the documentary, but it is also a part of the entire production’s limitations. With

more time and the absence of a global pandemic, we would have been able to interview more

individuals, obtain more footage and sources. If that were the case, I believe these lacking parts

of the different versions may be smaller or even non-existent.
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I found that the versions of the documentary and the pros and cons that they possessed

primarily revolved around the middle of the story, what has been mentioned as the “what makes

a town” moment. At approximately 14 minutes into each version, the story of the documentary

begins to shift away from historical details of systemic racism and toward its present day impact.

To do this, my favorite piece of narration is used. This narration asks the audience “what makes a

town?” This section of narration urges the audience to consider how America’s Middletown

struggles with these issues of embedded racism and how the rest of the nation does as well. Yet,

in the version without this pivotal narration, I wonder if viewers would ask those questions on

their own or not. One of the greatest advantages that the “no narration” cut of Covenants of the

Land possesses is its use of archival audio from the late 1960s. This audio was put in place of

narration directly speaking to Muncie Community Schools’ plan to construct a third high school

that would mostly enroll white students, due to its location and the neighborhoods that

surrounded it. Luckily, I was able to find archival audio of an interview with individuals

responsible at the time for the plans of the high school’s construction, including Jack

Peckinpaugh, then Muncie Community School Board president.

In my opinion, the strongest version of the three is the cut that includes narration.

Keeping in mind the limited resources that my crew worked with, and the time that we

completed our principal photography in—mostly hindered by the pandemic—there were some

parts of the story that we were not able to completely nail down to my liking. The hope was to

get as much interview material to completely tell the story through the voices of interviewees,

and we nearly did just. However, small gaps were found in the transitions of topics and points

that the documentary touches on. This is why I believe the strongest version of Covenants of the

Land has narration.
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This narration helps to clarify what is being said and it also gives the story a guiding rail

to follow. Writing and recording the narration was a labor of theme and storyline, a process that

followed closely to notes and the words of sources, as well as cinematic qualities to heighten the

drama of the documentary. I also turned to the emotion that was conveyed to me in the

conversations my crew and I had with our sources. Heightened emotions of pain and suffering

were ever present, and I wanted to communicate that through the guiding voice of narration.

There is, however, one specific detail that is included only in the narrated version.

Although local audience members may enter viewing this documentary with the knowledge that

Muncie only has one high school today, that information is not specifically spelled out in the

course of Covenants of the Land. Therefore, narration is used around 17 minutes in to clarify this

detail, as well as to support a statement that would come a few moments later from Destiny

Donati about the differences of both middle schools that were the former high schools. This

small but significant change is one of the things that makes the narrative cut stand out, as it helps

the viewer better understand the story at hand. This became one of the greatest limitations that I

found with the creation of this film. As mentioned before, our time and access to individuals that

we could interview was extremely curtailed due to the pandemic. Without this limitation, I

believe we, as a crew, would have been able to collect many more interviews, perspectives, and

voices to better answer the questions that we posed with the creation of this documentary.

In conclusion, I would recommend any future researchers to use these documentaries to

question what it means to be objective, to be integral, and to tell the truth. Whether that future

study be used in quantitative research or the continuation of the story of Muncie, I encourage you

to push the boundaries of what you may believe. Question what it means to tell the truth, what it

means to be a journalist and a documentarian. It is my hope that these documentaries and their
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use of narration can continue a dialogue of what it means to question our biases and to fight back

against them. I hope that these films help students and researchers become better journalists,

documentarians, and beyond.
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