




Egoyan wants to inspire particular empathy for the parents, who came off rather badly in 

Paradise Lost. The documentary revealed the pervasive violence, drug, and alcohol problems of 

West Memphis—present on both sides of the case—that escalated emotional rhetoric to a fever 

pitch. The parents interviewed in the documentary spoke of how they would hurt and even kill 

the teenage boys in retaliation. They were in a haze of anger, and the teen boys did not stand a 

chance. Egoyan’s narrative guidance, using one parent and one investigator as leads, shapes 

empathy for both sides. We feel for Hobbs, and we share Lax’s feelings for the accused teens. 

But Lax is a greater conduit for evaluation. He watches and listens for much of the film, aligning 

himself with the many news (and documentary) cameras that appear on screen. He and the 

camera are both investigating! He is the only member of the defense team to go through all the 

evidence videos and testimony, sifting for clues missed. He becomes a de facto database for 

the criminal trials. He often returns to the scene of the crime to formulate ideas. In a moment of 

meta-business, he speaks to the HBO crew about what kind of footage they are gathering. 

Through this conversation we receive another clue, in the form of a knife given to them by John 

Mark Byers, the father of one of the slain boys. The knife has blood on it. Devil’s Knot is not only 

repeating the film-within-a-film trope previously discussed at length in relation to documentary 

adaptation narrative technique, but makes a central character a camera proxy. 

(Left: Lax (Firth) as an observer, aligned with a camera. 
Right: We see the HBO crew film the documentary within the adaptation.)
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While the adaptation reenacts the crime scene tape, the trials, and Pam Hobbs’ 

emotional breakdown directly as they appeared in the documentary, there are several scenes 

enacted anew that might allow viewers to see exonerating evidence. It is interesting to note that 

Egoyan presents this evidence at various points of the drama, he does not withhold it until the 

trial sequence. The conflicting evidence moves throughout the story, consistently building a 

defense for the teens. For instance, the night of the victims’ disappearance, a call came in to the 

police about a disoriented and bloody man at a Bojangles restaurant. He was also covered in 

mud, as though he had been at the ravine in the woods—where the victims were found. 10 

minutes into Devil’s Knot, we see a foreboding image of the bloody walls of the restaurant, a 

lead that was never followed-up on by police. Later in the film, a more complete sequence 

shows what the restaurant manager saw that night. This alternate suspect certainly provides 

reasonable doubt, as we see the mud and blood and cultivate our own suspicions. The 

dramatization can uniquely offer these visual clues and visceral doubt, and it is part of Egoyan’s 

strategy to make audiences feel the pieces of evidence as well as know them. In Paradise Lost, 

the alternate suspect was mentioned in an inter-title, but we could not see how incriminating the 

scenario looked. 

(Left: An inter-title with alternate suspect information in the documentary. Right: Devil’s Knot dramatizes this 
Bojangles encounter.) 
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The Bojangles suspect provides a powerful statement within the adaptation, but there 

are others. We also see dramatization of Jesse Misskelley’s “confession,” of which we only 

heard audio snippets in the documentary. The confession was crucial in that it revealed his need 

to please the police officers, as well as his general confusion at what he was saying. He was 

unable to provide simple details about the murders (such as the correct time, injuries, or 

instruments used). The actor representing Misskelley gives viewers another layer of embodied 

information, interpreted expressions and fear, and therefore more reasonable doubt. This scene, 

coming early in the film as the Bojangles clue does, portrays the case as mismanaged, thrown 

together, and flimsy before the trials even begin. The evidence gathers, and nothing 

scientifically implicates the teens. Devil’s Knot thereby redirects the investigation away from the 

primary suspects and into the realm of the unknown. Threads of alternate scenarios and 

suspects hang from the narrative, in need of a pull. Furthermore, because this dramatization 

was made after the men were released from prison, there was no need for urgent advocacy 

within the adaptation. Indeed, the teens appear relatively little in the film and are not the focus of 

the narrative. Rather, the investigation is, the clues are. 

Volumes of evidence remain unexamined and unfollowed. Exonerating the accused from 

within this story is secondary to finding the real killer or killers. One scene that illustrates this 

imperative is between Lax and Hobbs in the woods. Pam Hobbs presents her son’s cherished 

pocket knife to Lax, wondering why it wasn’t found with him but in her husbands things, tucked 

away and hidden. She says, “don’t forget about us,” as she symbolically presents a clue to 

another possible suspect in the case. Terry Hobbs was eventually implicated by some trace 

evidence hair to a binding of one of the victims, in the third Paradise Lost documentary subtitled 

Purgatory, released in 2011. However, no further charges have been brought. Devil’s Knot 

smoothly brings in this suggestion at the conclusion of the film, along with a reminder of the 

Bojangles man and John Mark Byers, to summarize all the evidence of alternate suspects as of 
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2013. Viewers collect, via inter titles, a summary of key points to be investigated further: 1. 

Testimony recanted by main “witnesses” Vicki and Aaron Hutcheson, 2. John Mark Byers’ wife 

mysteriously died after her son, 3. Terry Hobbs’ hair was found at the scene of the crime, and 4. 

The Bojangles man was never found. The last shot of the film shows the three young boys 

walking into the woods as they did the day they were killed, begging the question: What really 

happened? The only way to find out is to re-open the investigation. 

Accumulation of interest in this case had previously centered on exonerating the 

innocent men, and Egoyan is presenting a path forward…and back. The initial trauma still 

remains unresolved, and a palpable frustration is evident in the lack of knowing. Critics, 

however, did not endorse the adaptation as a method of investigation. Stephen Holden asked 

the ubiquitous question in his review: “Why would the gifted Canadian filmmaker Atom Egoyan 

choose to make ‘Devil’s Knot,’ a feature film about a notorious unsolved 1993 murder case that 

has been exhaustively investigated in several well-regarded documentaries?”  Holden did not 322

perceive the inexhaustible curiosity that haunts the case. Why not a dramatization, if only to see 

a new interpretation of the case, of societal injustice, of the possible culprits? Another critic for 

The New York Times argued that “the creators of these movies find themselves entrenched in 

the projects more deeply than most typical filmmakers. They say the case is worth revisiting and 

revisiting, even after the cameras stop rolling. To them, their work is not finished until the 

murders are solved and justice is done.”  Filmmakers were likened to investigative journalists, 323

sussing out with both conventional and creative means, the bizarre truth. In an interview with 

The Wrap, director Egoyan and the exonerated Jason Baldwin explain when they are asked 

“How many more ways can you tell this story?” that they “owe it to Michael, Steve, Chris, their 

 Stephen Holden. “Three Boys Entangled in Mass Hysteria.” The New York Times, Movie Review, May 8, 2014. 322

Online.

 Dave Itzkoff. “A Continuing Murder Mystery Keeps its Grip on Filmmakers.” The New York Times, May 7, 2014. 323

Online.
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families and my family to use whatever tools we can.”  Documentary and drama both serve to 324

awaken the investigation and point to a lack of resolution. Indeed, in the same interview, Egoyan 

explains that the dramatization is “about showing how we live with doubt, how we navigate in 

places where there is no resolution.”  The investigation is perpetual. It is indeed a bleak 325

outlook. Critic Matt Seitz places this lacuna of knowledge at the center of Atom Egoyan’s greater 

oeuvre, saying that the director “is a great cinematic poet of despair and dissatisfaction.”  326

Egoyan had previously made films about child abuse and murder, most notably Exotica (1994) 

and The Sweet Hereafter (1997). These films also dealt with the “traumatized aftermath of an 

appalling event.”  Egoyan provided no answers, just opening investigations, revisiting trauma, 327

and exploring the psychology of ignorance. 

It is important to note that critics are aware of the “wider” audience Egoyan is potentially 

bringing to the case with a fictional frame.  And though some complain that nothing “new” is 328

offered in the drama, the sentimentality and self-conscious affect within are always mentioned in 

reviews.  Egoyan wants to inject affect into this pragmatic investigation, not just to bring about 329

social change, but to ruminate on evil and loss. In an interview with The Guardian, Egoyan 

states that the film examines “how we live with evil, how we deal with issues of revenge... with 

unimaginable loss.”  That loss includes a gap in knowledge that may never be filled. We may 330

never know what happened to those three 8-year-old boys, we might just return to the scene of 

 Lucas Shaw. “Can ‘Devil’s Knot’ Help Bring Justice to Real West Memphis Killers?” The Wrap, May 8, 2014. 324

Online.

 Ibid.325

 Matt Z. Seitz. “Devil’s Knot.” RogerEbert.com, May 9, 2014. 326

 Mark Kermode. “Devil’s Knot Review - Frustrating dramatization of the West Memphis Murders.” The Guardian, 327

June 14, 2014. Online. 

 Claudia Puig. “‘Devil’s Knot’ captures the darkness of real murder case.” USA Today, May 8, 2014. Online. 328

 See Holden, Seitz, and Kevin Jagernauth. “Review: Atom Egoyan’s ‘Devil’s Knot’ Lacks Insight into Case of West 329

Memphis Three.” IndieWire, May 7, 2014. Online.
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the crime and relive the trauma, again and again. Like Party Monster, Devil’s Knot provides no 

easy answers, but offers instead an unfinished investigation that awakens our desire to know, 

that makes us think critically about what we want to know and why. This desire, the epistephilia 

at the center of documentary theory, provides deep motivation to adapt from documentary 

source material. 

Inquiry, Speculation, and Affect

Every investigation entwines inquiry and speculation. Documentary adaptation 

accentuates this relationship by connecting documentary and dramatic representations of crime 

and consequences. Adaptation reveals the constructed nature of investigatory processes via 

affective story devices. Loss, motive, empathy, and frustration fashion Party Monster and Devil’s 

Knot as objects of emotional engagement with evidence. They are ongoing investigations still 

collecting and examining that evidence. The unfinished investigations category points in 

particular to larger questions of communication: which is more useful, a documentary 

representation, or a fictional one? Are facts or embellished story more convincing, more capable 

of persuasion? Which is more transparent in its bias? Documentaries have evolved reflexive 

and performative techniques because of this conundrum, and the borderland between 

documentary and docudrama has become more porous as a result. This final adaptation 

category has mobilized a set of difficult questions about information and perception.

Michael Renov asserts that “every documentary issues a ‘truth claim’ of a sort, positing a 

relationship to history which exceeds the analogical status of its fictional counterpart.”  331

Documentaries are supposed to bear away our faith in observation and evidentiary rationale. 

But Renov acknowledges the growing alteration of that “truth claim.” The analogical has been 

 Michael Renov. “Rethinking Documentary: Toward a Taxonomy of Mediation.” Wide Angle, Vol.18, No. 3/4, 1986, 331

71. 
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gaining ground within and without documentary. The blurring of fiction and non-fiction has posed 

significant challenges to traditional documentary investigation, indeed to what constitutes 

evidence. In an article titled “The Question of Evidence, the Power of Rhetoric and 

Documentary Film,” Bill Nichols argues that “a fact or object can suddenly turn into evidence 

once we put a question to it. Questions do not stem from the image or the fact, object or event 

for which it stands, but from what we ask of it.”  Evidence becomes when a status is imposed 332

on a piece of information, by inquiry and speculation. Documentary scholars often point to Errol 

Morris’ The Thin Blue Line (1988) as the clearest example of inquiry and speculation 

transforming evidence.  The famous milkshake scene illustrates how variations on the truth 333

can become evidence of reasonable doubt. The right questions asked of a constructed 

reenactment can provide new evidence, or can alter the old. In relation to performative 

documentaries like Morris’, Bill Nichols argues that they embody a continuous debate between 

“history” and “science”: “Do we trust expression and narrative (historical modes), with all the 

power of the poetic and evocative, or do we trust the evidential and referential? Which is more 

effective and affective in gathering and dispersing information?”  Ironically enough, the truth is 334

that we don’t know. Some combination of the two is probably right. Documentary adaptation 

pushes the boundaries of affective alteration, performing a meta examination of documentary 

construction and its social efficacy. Gathering, investigating, and dispersing information in a new 

hybrid mode is the larger experiment of documentary adaptation. 

 Bill Nichols. “The Question of Evidence, the Power of Rhetoric and Documentary Film.” In Brian Winston (ed). The 332

Documentary Film Book. London: BFI, 2013, 38. 

 i.e. Charles Musser, Linda Williams, et al. 333

 Bill Nichols. Blurred Boundaries: Questions of Meaning in Contemporary Culture. Bloomington: Indiana University 334

Press, 1994, 97. 
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Jacques Derrida has written of the paradox of “the passage of the truth through fiction” 

to be properly discerned.  We should not be surprised by the continued convergence of fact 335

and fiction, of strange new documents that might be both. Further hybridization is inevitable. 

Inquiry, speculation, and affect combine to create mobile narratives, capable of living in various 

contexts. Derrida, Nichols, and Renov are, after all, repeating an essential rumination that goes 

back to Aristotle. In “On the Difference between History and Poetry, and How Historical Matter 

Should be Used in Poetry,” Aristotle marks difference between history, which he characterizes 

by facts, and poetry, by which he means fictional story. He starkly claims: “But they differ in this, 

that the one speaks of things which have happened, and the other of such as might have 

happened. Hence, poetry is more philosophic, and more deserving of attention, than history. For 

poetry speaks more of universals, but history of particulars.”  The ability to map fiction onto 336

larger social systems, to create more universal truths, allows it to be more effective and 

affective. Renov and Nichols apply this argument to contemporary documentary studies. 

The adaptations described in the previous three chapters embody this age-old debate, 

by returning to and altering non-fiction forms. The categories of adaptation demarcate their 

creative and industrial contexts, but a basic premise unites them. Particulars might become 

universals as they pass through fiction. Directors and producers cannot help but experiment 

with this paradox. It is important to note that these media objects speak to each other as 

documents of considerable cultural force. Both documentary and fictional version have their own 

status in the marketplace, their own place in the cultural imaginary. Multiple representations of 

the same subject are able to link and to disconnect, and to link to other media objects as well, 

as I have presented with adaptation categories. Documentary adaptation illustrates convergent 

 Jacques Derrida. “Le Facteur de la Verite.” The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond. Chicago: 335

University of Chicago Press, 1987, 467. 

 Aristotle. “On the Difference between History and Poetry, and How Historical Matter Should be Used in Poetry.” 336

Poetics. Chapter 9.
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forms of cinema and television, fact and fiction, and the crucial dialogue between texts 

themselves in an age of media saturation. 

Yet specific industrial innovations have undoubtedly helped along adaptation. Production 

companies now seek out non-fiction projects to invest in and eventually transform. It is 

axiomatic that documentary texts may be remade as fiction, their “remake rights” frequently 

sold. As documentary has become more performative and docudrama more reflexive, producers 

and directors see more flexibility in blurring fiction and non-fiction initiatives. The next chapter 

will examine how the HBO cable network has played a major role in establishing this convergent 

mode. HBO has produced many of the films discussed in my research, and I argue that they are 

a singular innovator in hybrid narrative, because their hybrid brand identity influences their 

production style.   
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Five: It’s Not Television, and It’s Not Fiction 
HBO’s Hybrid Programming

“HBO has parlayed its position among, between, and inside the various mass media to develop into the 
prototypical entertainment corporation of the twenty-first century.”

— Gary R. Edgerton  337

In February of 1996, President Bill Clinton signed a new Telecommunications Act into 

law. This legislation was the first overhaul of telecommunications policy in 62 years—following 

the previous Act in 1934—and the first to include the Internet in definitions of broadcast media. 

More than just engaging with a growing web culture, the new Act was a benchmark in 

acknowledging the realities of convergent media. It allowed for increased cross-media corporate 

ownership and significantly deregulated the telecommunications industry, in the service of 

imagined innovation and open competition. In October of 1996, HBO unveiled its new slogan: 

“It’s Not TV, It’s HBO.”  1996 was truly a transitional moment in both media industry and law, 338

and HBO capitalized on it. 

The slogan is considered to be one of television’s great marketing strategies, even as it 

implies programming greater than the medium itself. That is, it implies HBO’s programming is of 

higher aesthetic quality, above traditional broadcast standards, beyond certain boundaries of 

technology and regulation.  By declaring itself “not television,” HBO came to embody a liminal 339

 Gary R. Edgerton. “Introduction: A Brief History of HBO.” In Gary R. Edgerton and Jeffrey P. Jones (eds). The 337

Essential HBO Reader. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2008, 18. 

 Ibid., 10. 338

 Ibid., 9-10.339
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media identity. HBO claimed to operate somewhere between cinema, television, and new 

media. The network retains rights to show externally-produced films as well as in-house 

features and series. They distribute content via cable, satellite, and web technologies. They 

form partnerships with outside filmmakers, government programs, and with other corporate 

entities. They are themselves owned by a multi-media conglomerate, Time Warner. But how has 

this complex identity influenced their content? HBO blends a number of medium-specific 

assumptions into one brand: the quality and artistry of cinema meet the reflexivity and 

playfulness of television and the flexibility of the web. In this chapter’s exploration of HBO’s 

original documentary and docudrama programming, I argue that non-fiction content 

hybridization demonstrates and reinforces a convergent brand identity. The flows between 

fiction and non-fiction on HBO have come to disclose the altered media landscape. Modes of 

storytelling are more flexible and audiences more demanding as their forms of entertainment 

and information merge. 

The two divisions known as HBO Documentary Films and HBO Films are my primary 

focus in the chapter. Documentary Films began producing original features and series in the late 

1970s, and Films launched its first feature in 1983.  I will review these divisions’ respective 340

histories, their evolution and innovation. Moreover, I will point out how both used non-fiction in 

groundbreaking ways, how they embraced experimentation and came to a coincidental fluidity. I 

maintain that this fluidity promoted documentary adaptation. HBO Films has produced 

documentary adaptations. HBO Documentary Films has produced documentaries that were 

source material. This is a remarkable harmony. The growth and change I describe within HBO’s 

original content, and its larger brand identity, advances documentary adaptation as a 

phenomenon of convergent media.

 Thomas A. Mascara. “Documentaries Overview: Form and Function.” In Gary R. Edgerton and Jeffrey P. Jones 340

(eds). The Essential HBO Reader. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2008, 239. 
 Dean J. DeFino. The HBO Effect. New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014, 7. 
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Using secondary sources, industry memoirs, journalism, and two key interviews of 

current and former HBO employees, I mean to shape a case study of HBO’s hybrid form and 

content. This case study will describe an environment that appreciates adaptation. Throughout 

the chapter, I will cite films and series from early as well as recent history within HBO divisions. 

These stories display trends, moments of particular innovation, and/or consistent corporate 

strategy at the development level. I will also note nascent projects that reinforce those 

movements. I will lay out a progression toward documentary adaptation. These tendencies—

predictably—also spill outside HBO. In conclusion, I will offer a coda on Netflix, a streaming 

service that explicitly models its original content on HBO’s, and therefore shows signs of 

embracing adaptation very soon. I record the discourse of competition created in industry 

journalism between HBO and Netflix, in regard to Emmy Awards, entertainment leadership, and 

overall wealth. Both companies offer preeminent documentary material, as well as inventive 

docudramas that push boundaries of fact and fiction. 

Most crucially, HBO and Netflix promote changes in documentary’s status. Non-fiction is 

more creatively utilized at both networks. Their documentary material garners playful affect, 

more unique spectatorial pleasure as well as information. This experimentation is also 

embraced politically, to garner reputation via awards or critical acclaim. Adaptation exemplifies 

principles of non-fiction experimentation, hybridity, and affect. Furthermore, in an era of 

convergent media, narratives exchange more freely with each other, they are more referential 

and reflexive. These companies design their content to link and associate. Documentary 

adaptation provides these essential connections, one hybrid form feeding off another. I argue 

that HBO and Netflix predict the inevitable proliferation of documentary adaptation as a creative 

mode and a force in industry. 
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HBO Documentary Films: A Revolution Both High and Low

The history of HBO Documentary Films reveals early indications of hybrid sensibilities. 

This section will discuss the division’s evolution, its films and series, philosophy, and leadership. 

Finally, I will focus on contemporary HBO documentaries that display new prestige and 

aesthetic growth. My work in this section is informed by two industry interviews. I spoke with 

Sheila Nevins, current President of HBO Documentary Films and leader of the division for the 

past 30 years. I also spoke with a former coordinator who left the division and company in 2008 

to make their own films, both fiction and non. Both interviews took place in early October 2016. 

Combined with industry journalism and academic texts on the network, these interviews sketch 

a portrait of a tight-knit and cooperative department, comprised of only 11 employees.  It is 341

important to observe how current and former employees interpret the films and series released 

by HBO Documentary Films, as well as how they fit into a larger picture of division and network 

brand identity.

Home Box Office began in 1972 as a pay cable distribution service. The cable network 

secured rights to distribute programming—mostly feature films from major studios or sports 

broadcasts—in exchange for fees from subscribers. As pay cable, the network omitted 

commercials and was therefore not subject to advertiser wants. It was also free from certain 

broadcast regulations, as cable diverged from previous television laws and practices. By the late 

1970s, HBO saw that they needed more material to fill their current schedule, and then to allow 

that schedule to expand.  Executives called for documentary material as an essential part of 342

that expansion. Since non-fiction costs fairly little to produce in-house and garners plenty of 

critical attention, the young network seemed wise in this investment. Bill Mesce Jr., who worked 

at HBO in Corporate Communications for 27 years, writes in his book Inside the Rise of HBO: A 

 Tatiana Siegel. “HBO’s Sheila Nevins on a ‘Jinx’ Follow-Up, Netflix and Plans for a Black Lives Matter Film.” The 341
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Personal History of the Company that Transformed Television: “While the ratings usually float 

depending on the topic, even on a good day, documentaries don’t pull heavy numbers. But 

that’s OK; most documentaries also don’t cost much money, with budgets normally in the six-

figure range. For what they cost, the docs are worth it but not because of their limited 

viewership. What docs can pull is attention.”  By attention, Mesce means both positive press 343

and award nominations. This “right” kind of attention is crucial to the establishment of HBO’s 

prestige character.  

Therefore, in 1979, HBO hired Sheila Nevins as their Director of Documentary 

Programming. Nevins had worked for CBS and ABC, as well as with documentary producer Al 

Perlmutter in the early 1970s during the time he produced the influential “first reality show,” An 

American Family (1973).  One of her first assignments was to oversee the new documentary 344

series Time Was (1979-80), which playfully portrayed historical decades—the 1920s through the 

1970s—over several episodes. Stories of these eras, their main events and lifestyles, were told 

via creative methods. Thomas Mascara explains, “When HBO first promoted Time Was, Vice 

President Michael Fuchs publicized the series as ‘docutainment,’ a variation on the pejorative 

‘infotainment.’ Fuchs’s idiom foreshadowed a trend that blossomed in the 1980s in the form of 

syndicated tabloid journalism shows like Hard Copy (1989-99) and A Current Affair 

(1986-96).”  An early ethos of “docutainment” would significantly contribute to Nevins’ 345

documentary reign at HBO, which continues to this day. Meaning, docutainment is a primary 

strategy at work within the division as a whole. Already at the origin of HBO Documentary Films, 

creative and informative entertainment merge to define innovative models for other networks. 

 Bill Mesce Jr. Inside the Rise of HBO: A Personal History of the Company that Transformed Television. Jefferson, 343
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Sensational documentary series became a staple of the division. Time Was was quickly 

followed by shows like America Undercover (1983-2008), Real Sex (1990-), Autopsy 

(1994-2008), Taxicab Confessions (1995-), Project Greenlight (2001-2015), and Cathouse 

(2004-2008), among others. The series allowed for controlled experimentation in documentary 

form and content. Many topics were R-rated, especially explicit in sex or violence. Mascara 

explains: 

The function of HBO documentaries is to give premium-cable subscribers another retail choice 
when shopping for commercial-free programming. Because the function is different, form 
follows. HBO documentaries are less restricted than basic cable channels and especially 
broadcasters in terms of language and visual content. This has led HBO to explore eccentric or 
sensational topics, candid treatments of sexuality, and quirky and controversial subjects, and to 
serve neglected audiences.  346

America Undercover, essentially a long-form journalism expose series, was particularly 

successful in choosing affecting documentary topics. Sheila Nevins maintained that the series 

was “more emotive and visceral than intellectual. We don’t ever forget who our audience is and 

what it wants from us.”  Dean DeFino, in his book The HBO Effect, argues that Nevins was 347

more critical in her aim with the series. He says, “In an attempt to test the limits of ‘what reality 

could do,’ Nevins launched HBO’s signature documentary series, America Undercover in 1983. 

With it, she hoped to ‘get underneath the American dream’ and ‘show how we’re struggling to 

live our lives.’ It would become the umbrella for the majority of HBO’s documentary projects.”  348

The potent combination of sensational and critical succeeded. In 1985, the America Undercover 

series presented a film called Soldiers in Hiding, about the dire conditions of Vietnam War 

 Ibid., 244. 346

 Susan Murray. “America Undercover.” In Gary R. Edgerton and Jeffrey P. Jones (eds). The Essential HBO Reader. 347
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veterans, that won HBO its first Oscar.  By 1995, the series held a weekly Sunday time slot.  349 350

The scope of films under the AU series umbrella was wide, but allowed prestigious and stirring 

documentary storytelling to become associated with the network under one memorable title. 

Therefore, it was easier to cement its vital place in the HBO lineup. 

In its early days, the division produced long and short documentaries in addition to the 

core series. Accolades quickly attached to these as well. For example, in 1981 HBO won its first 

Peabody Award in partnership with Ms. Magazine for the short film She’s Nobody’s Baby: A 

History of American Women in the 20th Century.  As Bill Mesce Jr. succinctly explains, “Docs 351

are award bait.”  He provides a corporate marketing perspective on the awards success of 352

documentary at HBO, saying that “press attention becomes a form of free marketing” and 

ultimately “delivers a message of quality to an upscale, white-collar, presumably picky consumer 

demographic who, well, who reads The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal and might 

not otherwise give HBO a second thought.”  Thomas Mascara argues similarly that “when 353

cable television began to catch on, documentaries represented a value-added feature for basic-

cable subscribers and a magnet for [those] trying to reach upscale viewers.”  Inside and 354

outside the company, people noticed that reality could accomplish a lot. Awards and positive 

press accumulated quickly for HBO Documentary Films.

Nevins embraced a balance between salacious and prestige non-fiction. She has been 

harshly criticized at times, called the “chief chronicler of ‘raunch culture’” because of her sexy 
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series.  When The New York Times profiled Nevins in 2001, this subject was central to the 355

interview. Robin Finn wrote, “no reality is too tame—or tawdry” for Nevins, as she “deems 

herself an extremist piqued by extraordinary, but never contrived, scenarios.”  Another profile 356

nine years later proclaimed: 

Lowbrow to highbrow, the political to the personal, what captivates Ms. Nevins matters, because 
that’s often how HBO documentaries materialize. She has talked openly of how her son’s 
struggle with substance abuse motivated HBO’s 2007 multipart Addiction Project, and the 
similar Obesity, planned for 2012, dovetails with her fascination with eating issues. Taxicab 
Confessions, filled with passengers engaging in often-bawdy conversations and activities, 
stemmed from her chats with cab drivers.  357

Dean DeFino argues that “in order to subsidize these prestige projects, which tend to draw a 

faithful but limited audience, Nevins has long relied on a far more popular form of R-rated 

documentary often referred to as ‘sex docs.’”  But DeFino also explains that prestige and 358

salacious projects alike create specific ties with viewers. He says, “HBO documentaries focus 

on personal narratives, in order to create strong bonds of empathy between the viewer and the 

subject.”  Personal narratives of sex, addiction, tragedy, and death promote a new kind of 359

relationship between media and audience. The boundary between public and private spheres 

begins to disintegrate. 

The former HBO Documentary Films coordinator I spoke to acknowledged to me the 

seeming contradiction at the heart of the division’s programming slate. They said, “It’s a very 

high/low programming slate” with “Cathouse on the one hand to the Addiction Project, which 

won a Peabody Award, on the other.”  They continued, “Certainly, there was a joke that the 360
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most watched doc at HBO, despite all the awards for other projects, was Cathouse, or Real 

Sex. You gotta give the people what they want!”  But they nonetheless praised Nevins' self-361

conscious strategy for these wide-ranging programs: “Sheila has been really smart and adept at 

walking that line, making that department explode in ways that no other manager could do, 

because she’s so brilliant with a very small operating budget.”  They also argued that 362

judgments of certain HBO documentary material as salacious or inappropriate are odd, as 

documentary storytelling has expanded over the years to include more diverse elements: “Just 

like ‘It’s not TV, It’s HBO,’ documentary is not a classroom to sit and learn about something, or 

an industry. You are telling stories, you are trying to convey ideas and touch people’s hearts, 

and there are different ways to do that. Each project has an appropriate skin with which to 

present that story.”  The varied HBO slate reflects the inclusive and porous storytelling 363

techniques found in our entertainment industry, and the varied demands from audiences. 

Sheila Nevins has no problem embracing high and low non-fiction, at least as they have 

been termed by critics. When I posed these critical assessments to Nevins, her response was 

immediate: “I love low! Taxicab Confessions, Real Sex, Cathouse, I love those shows, because 

they are about real people.”  Nevins rebutted the assumption that more sensational series 364

“subsidize” prestige documentaries in her division. She unequivocally stated to me: 

We don’t rob Peter to pay Paul. They are each valuable in their own right. I never would put my 
name on something I didn’t think was a valuable exploration of the human condition. Just 
because it’s titillating and sexual, doesn’t mean it’s not valuable. Reality can bring you that 
scope. You can cry at one documentary, get turned on by another, then laugh at a third. There is 
no rule for pleasure.  365
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Early influences of “docutainment” have shaped Nevins into a progressive documentary thinker. 

As she levels high and low in her mind, she also maintains an openness to innovation and 

hybrid technique. 

Concerning the influence of fictional elements in her non-fiction division, Nevins 

explained that she borrowed from fiction in her early days as division director. She said: 

I went from fiction to fact. If they’re going to do Jaws, I’m going to do a documentary about killer 
sharks. If they are doing a film about the War of the Roses, I’m gonna do a documentary about 
divorce. I would simply borrow from the subjects that were doing well in fiction.  366

Because of her background in drama at Yale University, where she received an MFA in 

Directing, she saw potential in overlapping fact with popular fiction. She described how she 

began at HBO with the Time Was documentaries and moved into historical profile films of 

figures like Winston Churchill and Adolf Hitler. She noticed that she appreciated the “people 

stories” more than wide-sweeping history. She explained: 

Once I ran away from history, which was a hard break, I started moving toward people stories. 
We were very successful at that, so many people started watching our people stories as if they 
were almost movies, because having majored in drama, done directing at Yale, I suddenly 
thought I could bring drama into documentary by taking ideas from successful movies.  367

Nevins views her documentaries as flexible narratives, tinged with many storytelling devices. 

She told me, “I think it’s a very fluid interchange between real and make believe.”  Nevins 368

realizes that—just as she began her career at HBO borrowing from fiction—documentaries have 

evolved to hybridity, combined more with fiction, and that this has profoundly changed standards 

of documentary production and reception. She said to me, “The docus are extremely theatrical, 

to the point where you don’t understand if they’re true anymore. The theatricality is so 

heightened. I think docus are borrowing from narratives and narratives are now licensing from 
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docus.”  She concluded, “The world of storytelling is exploding.”  Nevins’ personal 369 370

experience in documentary production predicts the phenomenon—and the importance of—

documentary adaptation in industrial practices. 

HBO Documentary Films has maintained a pattern of people stories. Looking at a 

selection from the last ten years of documentary features at HBO confirms that consistent trend. 

Roman Polanski: Wanted and Desired (2008), Teddy: In His Own Words (2009), Bobby Fischer 

Against the World (2011), Love, Marilyn (2012), CitizenFour (2014), Captivated: the Trials of 

Pamela Smart (2014), Regarding Susan Sontag (2014), The Jinx: The Life and Deaths of 

Robert Durst (2015), Kurt Cobain: Montage of Heck (2015), Jim: The James Foley Story (2016), 

and Mapplethorpe: Look at the Pictures (2016) all provide portraits of famous and/or notorious 

persons. Nevins is very conscious of the power of celebrity documentary. She considers the 

built-in marketing a film about a famous (or infamous) individual provides. This strategy works 

around audience problems non-fiction films often face. She told me, “Unless you are going to 

market [films] very heavily, you are going to have to settle for less audience.”  However, with a 371

documentary about a celebrity, the name proves marketing enough. Nevins said, “The name 

would draw [attention], and I think [therefore] there are a lot of celebrity docus now.”  She 372

continued, “Celebrity has now moved into the marketplace.”  The former HBO coordinator also 373

confirms that marketing strategies are crucial to project choices at HBO. They told me, “Before, I 

didn’t really think about documentary programming as a piece of content to be exploited, and 

with these experiences I was learning how the machinery of the HBO brand strategizes and 
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creates plans to launch one of their shows.”  HBO needs to balance their priorities in order to 374

keep their position as prime purveyor of non-fiction programming.

Sellable celebrity is not a new phenomenon, nor is the celebrity documentary. However, 

the implications for documentary adaptation are important to consider. Biographical films are big 

business in Hollywood. HBO documentaries on famous persons provide a ready narrative frame 

for a dramatic transition. The documentary has assembled key moments in a neat story arc, has 

written a treatment for potential dramatic expansion. Oliver Stone’s 2016 film Snowden, for 

example, premiered two years after the HBO documentary concerning the same whistleblower. 

CitizenFour was directed by Laura Poitras. Stone’s film is structured by flashbacks, as Snowden 

(Joseph Gordon-Levitt) tells his story to Poitras (Melissa Leo) for the documentary. Stone has 

adapted CitizenFour’s framework and, moreover, its cultural capital. Erich Schwartzel of The 

Wall Street Journal commented on these processes in an article about documentary remake 

rights. Schwartzel wrote of his conversation with an agent who routinely secures these kinds of 

deals, “Securing remake rights to a documentary ‘jump-starts the writing and the development,’ 

said Liesl Copland, an agent at the WME/IMG talent agency. ‘The character beats and arc are 

there.’”  Schwartzel continues with an example: 375

Acquiring the remake rights also allows producers to replicate the documentary’s narrative arc—
a structure to the beginning, middle and end that is protected by copyright even if the general 
story is part of the public domain. ‘In my mind, they’re buying writing,’ said Alexandra Johnes, a 
producer on Holy Hell, a documentary about a California cult. The film’s producers sold 
distribution rights after the premiere at this year’s Sundance Film Festival and are in talks with 
remake- rights suitors. By picking up remake rights, feature-film producers account for the 
‘hardest part’ of crafting a story, she said—putting all the pieces in order.  376

This May 2016 article opens a window onto industry use of adaptation. Employing the term 

“remake,”—much as I did in Chapter Three—producers and agents alike are announcing a 
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specific relationship between documentary and fiction film. Schwartzel’s article nods to the 

literary beats being transformed, the writing being adapted. Successful documentaries have 

more to look forward to as they reverberate into fiction, and HBO consistently produces 

successful documentaries. 

Using awards as a measure of HBO documentary success, Sheila Nevins—as the 

Executive Producer of record on projects—has received 32 Primetime Emmy Awards so far, 

more than any other person. HBO documentaries under her reign have garnered 26 Academy 

Awards to date, including CitizenFour. In fact, recent history has been quite kind to HBO 

Documentary Films. 2015 was proclaimed a banner year for the division, and several articles 

detailed the triumph. Nick Schager noted in Esquire, “past two months of 2015 have definitively 

proven that HBO is now the epicenter of great documentary cinema.”  He commented at 377

length about the notable projects that inspired this evaluation: 

Tales of the Grim Sleeper is merely the third triumph this year for HBO Documentary Films, 
arriving on the heels of the channel's headline-making Andrew Jarecki mini-series The Jinx and 
Alex Gibney's controversial Church of Scientology exposé Going Clear: Scientology and the 
Prison of Belief. Together, they form a standout trio that's not only in line with HBO's decades-
long commitment to documentary filmmaking, but in fact marks the cable giant's ascension to a 
new position as the most important venue for incisive, exciting nonfiction filmmaking.  378

Schager’s article claims that HBO’s status in the world of documentary has grown even in the 

last few years, as prime projects made audiences reevaluate non-fiction. Documentary film has 

become a more common topic of pop culture conversation. He concluded his article by arguing 

that the “shared investigative curiosity, rigor, and demand for justice” displayed via these films 

“establish 2015 as the year HBO turned documentary movies into much-watch TV.”  There is a 379

sense that documentary is currently moving further into mainstream popular discourse, making 

adaptation all the more meaningful and reflexive. 
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One of the HBO projects Schager cited, The Jinx: The Life and Deaths of Robert Durst 

(2015), actually originated in docudrama. Andrew Jarecki, a director previously known for his 

documentary work, made the 2010 docudrama All Good Things based on the life of Robert 

Durst and detailing his alleged crimes against his wife. The film garnered attention because of 

its hot stars: Ryan Gosling as Durst, and Kirsten Dunst as his wife Kathleen McCormack 

(though both characters were renamed for the film). At the beginning of the six-part Jinx 

documentary series, Jarecki explains that Robert Durst liked the 2010 film and reached out to 

him by asking to be interviewed. Durst had previously refused journalist overtures. An incredibly 

successful series resulted from those interviews with Jarecki. The program featured Durst 

himself as well as sequences of stylized reenactment, merging documentary and docudrama 

representations of the man and his actions. In its sixth episode, the series tore apart the Durst 

defense with a hot mic recording of Durst talking to himself. Durst was then arrested on first-

degree murder charges the day before the sixth episode aired. The Jinx portrayed a stunning 

result of docudrama successfully reawakening both the alleged criminal and investigation into 

him! 

As I write this chapter, a film called Loving (2016) is being released in theaters across 

the United States. According to Sheila Nevins, this film should be the first (equally) critical and 

commercial success for feature documentary adaptation.  Nevins repeatedly posed this 380

question to me: “Yes, you can make a movie based on a docu, but can you make a hit?”  She 381

seems to think that while it might be difficult to do, Loving has found the right formula. Jeff 

Nichols’ dramatic version, starring Joel Edgerton and Ruth Negga, is based on the 2011 HBO 

documentary film The Loving Story. Nancy Buirski’s documentary covers the landmark 1967 

Loving v. Virginia Supreme Court case which ruled interracial marriages legal. Prior to the case, 
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16 states still had laws prohibiting interracial marriage, and enforced them ruthlessly. In 2011, 

HBO marketed the project as a “parable for the gay marriage movement” playing out in the 

contemporary courts.  The documentary uses photos, home movies, and the prolific media 382

coverage of the couple’s plight (CBS News did a feature on the couple, and there was a 1965 

documentary as well) during the late 1950s through the 1960s. The Loving Story is divided into 

chapters that outline the alleged criminals, their home, subsequent exile, surreptitious return, as 

well as the cultural climate, the court case, and eventual decision. 

The romantic and juridical arcs found in the documentary translate into a ready narrative 

for adaptation. In an article about the development of the film, Jeff Nichols stated, “I was struck 

by the simplicity of The Loving Story, and I hope to make this a painfully beautiful film.”  The 383

adaptation is a result of both dramatic inspiration and the practical reality of securing remake 

rights. One article noted, “Big Beach will finance the film, which was is inspired by the 

documentary The Loving Story. That docu’s director, Nancy Buirski, is producing.”  Since 384

Buirski holds the rights to the story, her collaboration with Nichols in the adaptation was crucial. 

And indeed, the adaptation reflects patterns I have discussed over the course of the previous 

chapters. For example, Michael Shannon was cast in Loving as photographer Grey Villet, who 

captured Richard and Mildred Loving for a 1965 Life Magazine spread. These original photos 

are featured prominently in the documentary. Therefore, Loving holds a reflexive nod to previous 

media exploitation and documentation within its narrative. An article in USA Today remarks upon 

the symmetry between The Loving Story and its fictional counterpart: “Ruth Negga, who 

portrays Mildred, and Joel Edgerton, who plays Richard, studied archival footage from the 2011 
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documentary The Loving Story. Their research, coupled with Nichols’ exacting work with his 

production and costume designers, created compelling symmetry in the film.”  The article 385

continues, noting the effect this previous documentary footage had on the actors during their 

process: “When it came time to shoot, the actors moved unconsciously like the Lovings. ‘It’s 

funny, I never told Joel to reach his arm out and scratch his forearm. Joel did that because he’d 

been staring at the photo so much. It was just baked into every part of our production process,’ 

Nichols says.”  This adaptation process has proved particularly successful, as Nevins 386

predicted. The film premiered at Cannes in 2016 and was selected to compete for the Palme 

d’Or. It has been receiving excellent reviews and Oscar buzz throughout its release schedule. 

HBO Documentary Films, as a division, is at the forefront of newly acclaimed adaptation 

practices. 

To conclude this section, I will comment on HBO’s most recent experiments in 

documentary production and partnership. HBO has moved further into digital space with its 

streaming platforms HBO Go and HBO Now, introduced respectively in 2010 and 2014. And 

now HBO has to contend with new non-fiction patterns. Many streaming subscribers (especially 

of younger demographics) do not hold any cable or satellite television service, and use their 

streaming platforms for documentary, fiction, and news.  In service of this interest, HBO 387

partnered with Vice Media in 2015, offering long and short-form news and documentary 

programming in daily and weekly installments.  Julia Boorstin reports: 388

All this new Vice content will be front and center on HBO Now—there will be a Vice-branded 
channel. The question is how many new subscribers this deal might help add. Vice has made 
headlines and drawn millions of viewers with shows that take an unconventional approach—
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including embedding a correspondent with ISIS, and sending Dennis Rodman, with a 
documentary crew, to visit with Kim Jong Un in North Korea.   389

As a side note, the IFC Documentary Now! parody series has a particularly biting take on Vice 

Media documentary practices in its episode titled “Dronez.” This partnership with Vice ultimately 

means that HBO is moving more toward a commercial-free scheduled model. That is, toward a 

standard schedule previously established with broadcast television, which includes nightly news 

amidst other key daily and weekly programs. The model serves the immediacy of web 

subscribers and their a la carte consumption patterns. Daily, weekly, and monthly uploads to 

HBO Go and HBO Now form a predictable—yet flexible—schedule. Moreover, the scheduled 

framework further enabled by Vice content highlights the importance of documentary to HBO’s 

future by revealing their commitment to diverse non-fiction programming. HBO Documentary 

Films is redefining its content and prestige. Sheila Nevins, who has previously stated that 

“documentaries aren’t the bread and butter of HBO…they are more like the dessert or 

appetizer,” might need to revise her meal analogy.390

HBO Films: Where Docudrama Rules

As of November 2016, there were 170 HBO Films—meaning in-house original dramatic 

productions, i.e. TV movies—on HBO Go, and over half of them docudramas. Of the 17 HBO 

Films “featured” on the site that same month, 13 were docudramas, including All the Way 

(2016), Behind the Candelabra (2013), Bessie (2015), Cinema Verite (2011), Confirmation 

(2016), Game Change (2012), The Girl (2012), Hemingway & Gellhorn (2012), Muhammed Ali’s 

Greatest Fight (2013), The Normal Heart (2014), Phil Spector (2013), The Wizard of Lies 

(2017), and You Don’t Know Jack (2010). This small list in itself reveals the overlapping 

philosophy of HBO Documentary Films and HBO Films: people stories. Individuals of celebrity 
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and infamy carry over from non-fiction to fictional production at HBO. No wonder documentary 

adaptation appears so connected with the network, as their divisions share a similar strategy of 

sweeping portraiture. Historical or contemporary, you can count on seeing key figures both 

documented and dramatized via one network. The following section will delve into the history 

and evolution of HBO Films from the early 1980s to the present. I will connect processes of 

adaptation to the wider trends of docudrama found within this division that bind it to the 

documentary and series departments.  

Docudrama is found at the very origin of the creative wing. HBO launched its Films 

division in 1983 with the docudrama The Terry Fox Story, about the Canadian amputee runner. 

It was the first television film to be made for a cable network.  The inspirational sports film 391

drew on the precedent set by the hit 1971 ABC docudrama Brian’s Song. A sentimental sports 

film could cross several demographics very easily, awarding many eyeballs. HBO Films had 

aggressive plans. Dean DeFino explains that since its inception, HBO Films has “produced 

more than 200 films and miniseries, making it one of the most prolific and award-winning 

independent film studios of all time. Just as HBO changed the way movies are seen, it has had 

a significant impact upon how they are made.”  HBO’s hybrid non-fiction project choices were 392

influential. Their practices spread to other premium cable networks such as AMC, Showtime, 

FX, and now to Netflix, creating new standards for docudrama as well as series production. 

The division quickly followed The Terry Fox Story with a political thriller adaptation called 

Deadly Game (1982) and a religious drama called Mr. Halpern and Mr. Johnson (1983). In 1984, 

HBO Films created another docudrama called Sakharov about the Russian nuclear physicist. A 

pattern began to emerge. Issue-based productions dominated early turnout, inspired by both 

non-fiction and fiction sources. Social realism was the name of the game. Projects needed to 
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consistently reflect themes of social significance, undercurrents of prominent contemporary 

cultural discourse, from the Cold War to disability to feminism. Since the 1980s, this pattern has 

intensified. Fact-based storylines have only increased at HBO Films. Portraits have become a 

primary avenue to access those issues in a branded package that both entertains and courts 

critical acclaim. To give some wide-ranging examples in the 1990s and 2000s, Truman (1995), 

Norma Jean & Marilyn (1996), Introducing Dorothy Dandridge (1999), The Notorious Bettie 

Page (2006), and Temple Grandin (2010) were all highly-lauded projects as well as 

groundbreakers in terms of social exploration. Discussions of political intrigue, mental illness, 

celebrity, race relations, sexual mores, and disabilities in America continued with these 

docudramas. Non-fiction is a prime source of material, backed by the resources of a premium 

pay cable service. These diverse projects have shown ample return. HBO Films have been 

awarded hundreds of Emmy Awards, Golden Globe Awards, and even the Palme d’Or at the 

Cannes Film Festival.

These docudrama projects often held rather subversive political messages regarding 

historiography. As long-time HBO communications specialist Bill Mesce Jr. elaborates about 

HBO’s specific brand of docudrama: 

HBO’s specialty became those pieces of history glossed over in the history books either out of 
negligence (The Tuskegee Airmen, 1995), or because they didn’t fit in with an upbeat, always-
the-good-guy brand of American myth (Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, 2007), or because 
they shone a painfully bright light on missteps and failures of national will at the highest levels (A 
Bright Shining Lie, 1998; And the Band Played On, 1993).  393

Mining history became a primary project of HBO Films, and there seemed to be an endless 

number of stories to unearth. Mesce explains that HBO Films initially planned to produce so 

many original films that they could release one every month, but that goal proved overambitious; 

now, HBO Films produces around five per year.  Docudramas remain crucial to the brand, 394
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even when they address relatively recent political intrigue: “They still have a strategic value to 

the service. A movie like Recount reinforces the channel’s image as a producer of quality, 

relevant, important programs.”  Quality and relevance are key imperatives shared with the 395

Documentary Films division. 

In fact, Sheila Nevins was involved in docudrama as well as documentary production in 

her formative years at HBO. George Mair explains: 

Another effort in original HBO programming was the fictionalized non-fiction program. Sheila 
Nevins was in charge of HBO’s special projects. One of the programs for which Nevins was 
responsible was Flashback, in which historical documentary footage was mixed with dramatic 
re-creations to tell the story of some important past event, such as the crash of the Hindenburg 
or the fire at the Coconut Grove nightclub in Boston.  396

This limited series fits into the model of creative historical work the documentary series Time 

Was cultivated. Documentary and fiction departments at HBO had a fluid relationship in the late 

1970s and early 1980s, with series dipping in and out of fictional and non-fictional modes, using 

either staff to oversee hybrid projects. Mair continues, claiming that “Nevins believed that reality 

had to be hyped up or ‘theatricalized’” at the network.  This comment from Mair’s 1988 book is 397

consistent with my 2016 conversation with her.  HBO has remained a network where fiction 398

and non-fiction meet, in various ways and within large and small productions. 

Hybrid modes and moments appear in HBO comedy as well. Robert Altman’s Tanner ’88 

mockumentary series is a shining example. The 11-part HBO Films miniseries aired in the 

months before the 1988 U.S. presidential election and focused on the fake campaign of former 

Michigan Representative Jack Tanner during his bid for Democratic nomination. Dean DeFino 

explains that this was a landmark program, especially for HBO, and the aesthetic would prove 
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especially addictive. DeFino says that multiple “features of the mock-documentary form” would 

proliferate on the network and beyond, that “HBO would adapt and exploit [it] in future 

programs.”  Mockumentary has indeed proven to be a widely accepted comedic framework 399

across media, from the films of Christopher Guest to The Office in both its British and American 

television incarnations. DeFino explains, “It explodes the reality taboo by compelling us to take 

an arch view of the real, at least as the traditional documentary constructs it.”  This discourse 400

surrounding documentary—its simultaneous aesthetic build up and break down—is certainly not 

limited to HBO, but has flourished on the network. DeFino points out that “HBO was messing 

with the comedic line between fiction and reality even before Tanner ’88. Its award-winning first 

foray into series comedy, Not Necessarily the News (1984-90), was a television news parody 

adapted from the British Not the Nine O’Clock News (1979-82).”  News parody continues on 401

HBO today with John Oliver’s acclaimed series Last Week Tonight (2014-), a show which 

continues the legacy of Comedy Central’s The Daily Show (1996-), where Oliver served as a 

correspondent and guest host for years.  

Mockumentary styles consistently appeared via HBO series throughout the 1990s. I 

argue that the hybrid trends created and embraced by HBO Documentary Films and HBO Films 

clearly spilled over into the other HBO divisions. DeFino points out that The Larry Sanders 

Show (1992-1998) certainly reflects this influence. That show’s behind-the-scenes late-night 

talk-show sitcom format was singular and influential.  I would note that Sex and the City 402

(1998-2004) also begins its run with a mockumentary aesthetic shaping its pilot episode, though 

the series quickly leaves that conceit behind. But DeFino maintains that Sanders became the 
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model for a larger HBO programming movement beyond mockumentary. After Sanders, “HBO 

made comedies built upon the central Sanders themes: celebrity culture and the thin line 

between reality and artifice.”  Avi Santo agrees that “series selection has moved away from 403

this ‘everyman encumbered by the outside world’ trope toward a greater thematic preoccupation 

with exposing the underbelly of the entertainment industry.”  Shows like Curb Your Enthusiasm 404

(2000-), Entourage (2004-2011), Extras (2005-2007), and The Newsroom (2012-2014) include 

insider showbiz and/or media critiques built into program conceits. These series are built around 

real industry professionals and creatives-as-celebrities. 

The Newsroom is a particularly interesting example in terms of trajectory toward 

documentary adaptation. The dramatic series created by Aaron Sorkin took real news events 

from recent headlines and reenacted a fake newsroom’s negotiation with them. Events like the 

Deep Water Horizon explosion, the Blackwater Security Scandal, and Edward Snowden’s 

document transfers were reenacted with varying levels of verisimilitude and reflexivity. 

Sometimes actors were interacting with real archival footage, sometimes with other actors 

portraying famous figures, sometimes with original characters thinly-veiled as analogues. The 

show illustrated multiple stylized encounters with docudrama processes, and represented an 

expansion of media critique. I argue that the show moves toward documentary adaptation as an 

inevitable continuation of that critique. 

Another HBO series featuring remarkable critical faculties as well as hybrid realism is 

The Wire (2002-2008). This is a show that predicted the narrative experiments of The 

Newsroom. Former reporter David Simon’s series took a gritty look at layers of city politics and 

social problems in Baltimore. Issues of drugs, sex, violence, and abject poverty portrayed on the 
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show inspired critical acclaim as well as a collection of notable scholarship. Brian L. Ott explains 

The Wire’s complex realism: “The Wire is more than just a representation of politics in the U.S., 

through it certainly is that as well; it is politics (and very public politics at that) in the U.S. In 

important ways, The Wire erases the line between text and context, for its images do not have 

an external referent.”  It is a series that erases “the thin line separating fact from fiction and 405

politics from entertainment.”  Tim Havens calls the series’ aesthetics “hyperreal.” He explains, 406

“I affix the prefix ‘hyper’ to these aesthetic practices to signal how these cultural forms move 

beyond identity to realism to a fixation on, and even a fetishization of, the real.”  The show’s 407

obsession with verisimilitude, with its own social commentary, marks the ascendance of self-

conscious realism on HBO. It is interesting to note that David Simon’s first project for HBO was 

The Corner (2000), a mini-series adaptation of his non-fiction book about West Baltimore drug 

culture. The show was shot using documentary-style interviews to bookend the drama. Shows 

like The Corner, The Wire and The Newsroom use different devices toward the same 

fetishization of the real. But they all revisit local and national news cycles for dramatic 

inspiration, enriching narrative journalism with another level of affect.

Havens also makes clear HBO’s vital role in The Wire’s aesthetics and politics: “The 

unique economics of HBO, which is funded mainly by cable subscriptions rather than advertiser 

support, along with the unique regulatory status of cable television in the United States, have 

enabled the discursive space that The Wire inhabits.”  Janet McCabe and Kim Akass agree 408

that HBO’s deregulated status contributes to its common form and content: “Enclosing the 

profane in a discourse of historical verisimilitude and saturating it in literary respectability and 
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highly valued performative traditions promises to liberate television fiction from the laws 

governing established creative practices and writing styles.”  HBO’s experiments in 409

hyperrealism, docudrama, and mockumentary reveal a network constantly considering non-

fiction source material and production practices. Non-fiction seems to liberate, to inspire 

innovation, and to eliminate rules. While HBO Documentary Films is pushing boundaries in 

affective and dramatic documentary narrative, HBO Films is pushing back from the other side. 

The result is an astounding amount of HBO programming that closely rides the hybrid non-

fiction line! 

I should return to the great slogan, “It’s Not TV, It’s HBO.” How does one situate HBO’s 

brand identity in relation to the programming transformations I have described? Avi Santo and 

Brian L. Ott argue that HBO’s programming fits into a larger conversation about television itself. 

The innovations of hybrid non-fiction, in relation to reflexive situation comedy with a showbiz 

critique, for example, contribute to a discourse of para-television.  Santo explains that para-410

television “purposely relies on mimicking and tweaking existing and recognizable TV forms.”  411

HBO is a para-television network, filled with “Not-TV” texts that comment upon traditional 

television values, tropes, and narratives. Santo claims: 

HBO’s original productions have historically maintained a particular relationship with network 
television that is rooted in equal parts innovation and repetition. Rather than argue whether 
HBO is or is not television, I assert that its programming, at least, is best defined as a para-
television, purposefully dialoguing with existing television forms and practices in order to call 
attention to the variations HBO introduces into otherwise familiar television experiences.  412

Familiar television experiences are cited and revised; they are adapted. 
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Ott describes the para-television experience in relation to HBO’s comedy series and 

asserts that “HBO’s reworking of the traditional network situation comedy into a hyperconscious, 

hybridized televisual form has been highly successful.”  He adds, “A pastiche of sitcoms, 413

reality programming, and late night talk shows, HBO’s comedy series relied upon viewers’ 

knowledge of television’s formulas and formats to create inside jokes, which along with self-

referential gestures and knowing winks, resulted in television that knew it was television.”  414

Para-television rewards audiences for their inside knowledge, their media savvy. Para-television 

expands cultural capital by flattering the consistent watcher. Therefore, HBO is cultivating a 

different kind of audience from the “mass” audience of network television yesteryear. Santo 

explains, “Para-television always maintains a murky relationship with existing forms of television 

and traffics in ambiguous definitions of qualitative distinction. Whereas television seeks to 

attract a mass audience, para-television is designed to build coalition audiences.”  Marketing 415

terms like “quality” or “distinctive” mark both HBO and their audience as separate from the 

mass, knowing and discerning. In other words, better. 

HBO’s hybrid non-fiction cites and revises traditional television documentary and 

docudrama. HBO wants to approach the production value and critical acclaim of cinema. 

Michael Newman and Elana Levine argue that we can see ongoing processes of television 

legitimization in these aesthetics of convergence. They claim that legitimation “works in part by 

aligning television with what has already been legitimated and aestheticized.”  Quality forms of 416

television are equated with and compared to “social realist novels or cinema.”  Projects as 417
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 Avi Santo. “Para-television and Discourses of Distinction,” 30. 415

 Michael Z. Newman & Elana Levine. Legitimating Television: Media Convergence and Cultural Status. New York: 416

Routledge, 2012, 5. 

 Ibid. 417

�188



disparate as The Wire and Grey Gardens have explicitly formed this connection. Documentary 

adaptation is a symptom of this ongoing convergent legitimation. Adaptation is both para-

television and para-cinema, as television and cinema are speaking to each other’s practices via 

narrative transformation. Adaptation represents multiple and layered media discourse. HBO 

Films productions like Grey Gardens and Cinema Verite, which I described at length in Chapter 

Three, encapsulate this discourse. The two films comment upon traditional documentary 

techniques found in cinema, the proliferation of documentary features and series on television, 

as well as docudrama impulses that appear via both. They are reflexive in form and in content. 

And as they appeared on HBO, they inhabit a particular space of convergence, marketed as 

such. The projects must refer to the liminal space from which they emerged.  

HBO provides more recent examples of hybrid non-fiction and adaptation. HBO Films 

produced Confirmation in 2016, which dramatized the Clarence Thomas/Anita Hill Supreme 

Court hearings and resulting media circus. Promos for the film included repeated reference to 

the “political theater” and “media frenzy” surrounding the events, and even quoted Thomas’s 

assertion that these hearings amounted to a “high-tech lynching.” The film reenacted hearing 

footage and news footage, providing the narrative with a powerful media critique. Drawing 

comparisons between politics and theater, the docudrama reflects on its own place between 

information and entertainment, fiction and non. In the realm of adaptation, HBO also continues 

to innovate. In 2011, HBO and Rough House Pictures secured the remake rights to a 

documentary called Knuckle about feuding Irish families involved in a bare-knuckle boxing ring. 

According to industry journalism at the time, HBO plans to adapt this documentary into a 

dramatic series.  The project remains in development, another example of documentary 418

adaptation to come at HBO. 
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 In June of 2016, Media Life Magazine published an article proclaiming a “new HBO.” 

Toni Fitzgerald argued that “HBO has morphed into the network for second acts.”  I agree with 419

this assertion, in line with my own adaptation term. I maintain that HBO is a network where 

history repeats, where narrative repeats, where media repeat and exchange. HBO has 

cultivated a hybrid realist brand, and that brand has greatly influenced multiple divisions and 

programming strategies within. HBO Documentary Films and HBO Films in particular cooperate 

to create a programming slate that consistently revisits and revises the real. This is the 

environment where documentary adaptation emerges and flourishes, where it creates a new 

model for storytelling. 

Coda: Netflix, Nipping at the Heels of HBO

To conclude the chapter, I will examine Netflix’s new role in creating convergent 

narrative. Netflix presents another example of brand identity caught between cinema, television, 

and the web. Their trajectory from a streaming distribution site to an independent producer 

mimics HBO’s journey. And now, by expanding original content, the streaming service explicitly 

models itself on HBO. This final section will explore the Netflix brand, their corporate language, 

and the industry journalism that has followed the growing competition with HBO. I will provide 

examples of content that similarly embraces hybrid non-fiction, whether in film or series format. 

Netflix’s varied use of documentary and docudrama makes the network the next likely site of 

documentary adaptation. I propose Netflix as an ideal second case study to follow and track 

continual transformation of documentary. 

Netflix’s name implies convergence between cinema and the Internet. Indeed, they 

began by distributing films via an online queue system and mail order discs covered by a 

 Toni Fitzgerald. “The New HBO: Network of Second Acts.” Media Life Magazine. June 22, 2016. Online. 419
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monthly subscription fee. Netflix quickly extended the service, also offering television shows via 

the same process. But over time the platform has shifted almost entirely online. As their 

streaming capabilities and database expanded, the best and most immediate option was 

streaming distribution. The technology and bandwidth advanced and allowed customers more 

access. Netflix still offers a mail order disc service, but today the main interface is through a 

computer or smart TV. You pay your monthly fee and stream content. This interface, shaped by 

the growing relationship with smart TVs, has altered the brand. Netflix now considers itself a 

television network. Their corporate language explains: “Netflix is a global Internet TV network 

offering movies and TV series commercial-free, with unlimited viewing on any Internet-

connected screen for an affordable, no-commitment monthly fee.”  Netflix embodies an 420

ambiguity between contemporary television and web identities. Shouldn’t they call their original 

series “web series”? Couldn’t they call themselves a web network? Is that not a more accurate 

representation of the technology involved in both distribution and exhibition? The smart TV is 

certainly a space between, but Netflix has chosen the television to cling to. That is their 

legitimating agent. 

While HBO was busy declaring itself “Not TV,” television was legitimated. Ironically, this 

resulted from HBO’s efforts, as well as those of similar premium cable networks. Netflix cites 

HBO in its brand identity, aligning itself with taste, quality, and passion: “Netflix is a focused 

passion brand, not a do-everything brand: Starbucks, not 7-Eleven; Southwest, not United; 

HBO, not Dish.”  But Netflix’s corporate language also places the brand in direct competition 421

with HBO, and a strange dynamic emerges. Netflix mimics the model of HBO, wants to share 

the same market, while also wanting to warn HBO that it is expanding and altering the 
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landscape of premium television. Under a heading of “Competition” on their corporate website, 

Netflix declares: 

Because the entertainment market is so broad, multiple firms can be successful. For example, 
HBO is now growing faster than in years past, while our business is also expanding. Many 
people will subscribe to both HBO and Netflix since we have different exclusive content. The 
transition to Internet TV, with its greater consumer satisfaction, will mean growth for many 
Internet TV services.  422

While this statement presents a certain harmony between the brands, the implications are clear. 

They share demographics, they share corporate ideals, they share production goals, but who 

will be more successful? Which brand might ultimately come to represent this era of altered 

media convergence and consumption? 

A Fast Company article from April of 2015 succinctly illustrates the emerging corporate 

battle, using quotes from Netflix leadership. Nicole Laporte writes that in February of 2013, 

“Netflix’s chief content officer, Ted Sarandos, declared, ‘The goal is to become HBO faster than 

HBO can become us.’”  Becoming HBO involves dramatically expanding original production. 423

Laporte continues, “Since then, Netflix has launched original series such as House of Cards and 

Orange Is the New Black, acquired the right to air five new Marvel series and Chelsea Handler’s 

next project, grown from 33 million to 57.4 million subscribers, and increased revenue from $3.6 

billion to $5.5 billion, while boosting its stock price almost 400%.”  A more recent Vanity Fair 424

article revisits Netflix’s current content expansion in terms of HBO rivalry. Maya Kosoff writes: 

The streaming video company is putting HBO in its crosshairs as it dramatically increases the 
amount of original content it produces. ‘We’ve been on a multiyear transition and evolution 
toward more of our own content,’ Netflix C.F.O. David Wells said at Goldman Sachs’s 
Communacopia conference on Tuesday, noting that the company is ‘one-third to halfway’ to its 
goal of having half of the programming on its platform be original productions, along with co-
productions and acquisitions.425
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Netflix portrays itself as a powerhouse, growing exponentially and putting HBO on notice. 

Around the Emmy Awards, industry articles become especially taunting between Netflix 

and HBO, with headlines like “Don’t Look Back, HBO—Netflix is Gaining on You at the Emmys,” 

or “HBO to Netflix: Bring it On.”  Many of these articles chart respective trophies and predict 426

when Netflix might overtake the cable favorite. It is indeed true that in comparing 2013, which 

was Netflix’s first year producing original content, with 2016, there is marked growth in their 

Emmy nominations and wins. In 2013, Netflix received 13 nominations and 3 wins; HBO 

received 108 nominations and 27 wins.  In 2016, Netflix received 54 nominations and 9 wins; 427

HBO received 94 nominations and 22 wins.  It is worth noting that cable network FX also 428

made a terrific showing in 2016, bringing another contender into the mix. 

According to Daniel Holloway of Variety, HBO has significant cause for concern. Since 

chief programming executive Michael Lombardo departed in mid-2016, HBO is in flux. Holloway 

writes:

HBO now faces a transitional period. The shows that have been its calling card under Lombardo 
are all graying—and no obvious replacements are on the horizon. […] One year after launching 
standalone streaming service HBO Now, the network faces more competition than ever in the 
original programming realm. An April survey by Morgan Stanley found that more consumers 
believe Netflix has the best original content of any premium TV or Internet-video subscription 
service—the first time in the six-year history of the survey that HBO did not come out on top.429

HBO has not worried about original content superiority for a long time, and Netflix has quite an 

advantage in that complacency. Holloway asserts that “HBO’s continued growth is largely 

dependent on maintaining its aura of original-programming superiority—a tough challenge in an 
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ever more competitive marketplace. To do that, it must develop new, better shows, specifically 

on the drama side. And it must stop stumbling in the process.”  Articles concerned with HBO’s 430

future touch on the incredibly popular fantasy series Game of Thrones (2011-), which is nearing 

the end of its run. What will HBO do after? Holloway is one who explicitly asked this, and yet he 

might have provided his own answer: “HBO has landed a string of programming wins in non-

fiction with the success of John Oliver’s Last Week Tonight, Andrew Jarecki’s The Jinx, and 

Beyonce’s Lemonade, as well as new deals for upcoming projects with Vice, Bill Simmons and 

Jon Stewart.”  HBO continues to capitalize on its diverse hybrid non-fiction, to set itself apart 431

in that division. Therefore, perhaps a better question would be, how will Netflix mimic that 

success? 

Netflix offers a varied slate of original non-fiction and docudrama. Netflix began notably 

in 2013 when they co-produced the feature documentary The Square, about the 2011 Egyptian 

Revolution at Tahrir Square. The film was nominated for the Academy Award for Best 

Documentary Feature. The 2015 original documentary series Making a Murderer, about the 

murder trials of Steven Avery and Brendan Dassey, has also been quite popular. There are 

rumors of another season in the works.  Most recently, Netflix scored a big win with the 432

original documentary Amanda Knox (2016), about another notorious series of murder trials. The 

coveted Knox subject illustrates Netflix’s emerging dominance in the realm of non-fiction 

prestige. Concerning Netflix’s efforts in docudrama, acclaimed original series Orange is the New 

Black (2013-), about a young woman’s year in prison, is based on a non-fiction book of the 

same name. Another original series, Narcos (2015-), covers the life of real Columbian drug 

kingpin Pablo Escobar. Though the series is a dramatic interpretation, the title sequence for 
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Narcos includes archival footage, lending further veracity to the narrative. Netflix has also 

promoted heavily their new docudrama feature film about young Barack Obama, titled Barry. 

Netflix has gained so much ground in non-fiction that Sheila Nevins is often asked about 

Netflix in her interviews. Speaking to The Hollywood Reporter in January of 2016, she was 

asked about the competition between HBO and Netflix to produce “premium” documentaries. 

The reporter was specifically referring to the popularity of Making a Murder. Nevins 

diplomatically demurred and offered that “Every documentary is a premium event.”  When I 433

spoke to Nevins in October of 2016, she was more willing to talk competition. She said that 

Netflix’s ultimate strength is their interface: they are “brilliant at telling you what to watch” via 

their site.  But she also acknowledged that their original content strategy follows HBO’s model: 434

“I think that they have copied the model and sometimes done even better than ourselves, 

they’ve done a great job.”  Her comments are not particularly incendiary, especially given 435

Netflix’s repeated citation of HBO in their corporate language. Nevins concluded her thoughts 

on the rival network by saying, “I think maybe HBO was the seed from which the trees grew. It 

was the acorn. It was innovative and different early on, and you could copy what worked, you 

could hire the people that made it work and just keep going.”  However, Nevins made clear to 436

me that Netflix’s success in documentary is good for all non-fiction. She told me, “The success 

of one person’s documentary is really the success of all documentaries. It makes people respect 

the form, and that energizes the whole area, it’s good for everybody. It’s a contagion. To make 

docus as a form of entertainment a contagion like that is good for us all, it makes us think a little 

harder.”437
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Netflix’s success in both documentary and docudrama predicts future success in 

documentary adaptation. In fact, in The Wall Street Journal’s expose on “documentary 

remakes,” Netflix was of central concern. Speaking about documentary remake rights, Erich 

Schwartzel explained, “The number of these deals is picking up as new buyers and popular 

documentaries such as Making a Murderer and The Jinx draw attention to what had been a 

declining genre. The number of remake deals isn’t tracked, but attorneys and agents who work 

with documentary filmmakers say remake rights are now part of nearly every contract and 

distribution agreement.”  Schwartzel continued, using Netflix’s Making a Murderer as potential 438

adaptation source material. He seemed to think the documentary series was ripe for remake 

due to its viral popularity. He said: 

By securing the ‘life rights’ to a subject, a documentary filmmaker gains exclusivity for a period 
ranging from several years to perpetuity—and permission to turn away outside producers who 
want to tell the story. That is the case with Making a Murderer, the popular Netflix documentary 
series. ‘If a person wants to come along and make a movie off it, they have to go through the 
documentary producer,’ said Ms. Callif, whose firm represents the filmmakers. ‘They can’t go to 
Steven Avery.’  439

Schwartzel is giving advice to anyone who wants to take on the adaptation! Documentary 

remake rights almost guarantee an adaptive process rather than a separate docudramatic 

interpretation. Since they must secure rights from the documentary producers anyway, why not 

use their prepared writing, their narrative arc? It streamlines the filmmaking process and allows 

for quicker follow-up on the documentary's cultural capital. It will be interesting to see if an 

adaptation of Avery’s story does emerge in the coming years. 

This chapter’s study of HBO and Netflix illustrates the practical growth and change of 

documentary and docudrama at two prominent networks. Hybrid non-fiction is the new normal, it 

has evolved into a mode that builds brands and garners awards. Hybrid non-fiction is also 
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redefining media exchange, as documentary adaptation allows for deeper referentiality and 

reflexivity, for more complex audience understanding and appreciation of source material. I 

return to the IFC series Documentary Now!, which highlights non-fiction’s new status. The series 

seeks out cinematic, televisual, and web documentary content to parody, commenting on 

documentary’s new role in dramatic homage and satire. We have found new pleasure in 

adaptation (and in IFC’s meme-ification) of documentary history and narrative tropes. I predict 

that documentary adaptation projects will proliferate as they gain visibility and quality. As Sheila 

Nevins guesses, Loving (2016) might be the first truly successful adaptation. Or perhaps it will 

be one of several others currently in development: Batkid Begins and Best of Enemies are both 

in pre-production, according to The Wall Street Journal. Aaron Sorkin is penning the latter.  440

Documentary adaptation has a bright future in this environment of hybrid narratives and 

networks. I argue that adaptation is a convergence era inevitability. We cultivate new 

imperatives and new pleasures in the realm of non-fiction as our technologies of information and 

entertainment meet. 

 Ibid. 440

�197



Conclusion 
The Emotion of Multitude

Documentary adaptation illustrates non-fiction’s multiple and shifting uses in media. 

Documentary has been a source of exposition and information. It has been argumentative and 

persuasive. It has represented sober discourse. But as documentary has evolved, it has 

become a source for narrative experimentation. There are now more playful, inventive, and 

reflexive iterations. Many kinds of non-fiction inhabit our cinema, television, and web screens, 

as do variations of hybrid media. Documentary adaptation proves the potential for narrative 

expansion and affective enhancement of source material; it also proves that documentary 

creates significant and meaningful material to adapt. Documentary is not a genre in decline. To 

the contrary, it continues to proliferate, transform, and adapt.  

I began this dissertation as an inquiry into two convergences: one between cinema and 

television and another between fiction and non. My questions fit into a larger picture, reflecting 

the direction of recent documentary studies concerned with new technologies and techniques. 

What has contributed to the aesthetics of what Jonathan Kahana calls the “post-modern 

documentary”?  Where does all this experimentation, reflexivity, and subjectivity come from? 441

What about the post-modern docudrama? How does it differ? What does it consistently look 

 Jonathan Kahana (ed.) The Documentary Film Reader: History, Theory, Criticism. New York: Oxford UP, 2016, 441
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like? I have argued throughout my research that documentary theory and practice have evolved 

to embrace artifice, to play with the real, to even deconstruct it. To some extent, documentary 

and docudrama have merged. These arguments align with significant documentary trends.  442

Kahana argues that “techniques of abstraction, satire, self-parody, and digital dispersion” are 

now part and parcel of documentary’s “transmedial crossings.”  Convergence has inspired a 443

creative boom. 

Documentary adaptation is just one example to be found at those figurative crossroads. 

Other documentary scholars are mapping tendencies of convergence that directly relate to 

themes I have discussed. For example, 3D or virtual reality technologies are harnessing 

additional affective potential within non-fiction. Barbara Klinger’s work on 3D techniques in 

Werner Herzog’s feature Cave of Forgotten Dreams (2010) explores this movement. The PBS 

series Frontline launched a virtual reality project delving into the experience of solitary 

confinement in prisons across the United States. Audiences, critics, and scholars are 

interpreting these documentary works centered on “feeling” and “lived experience,” and realizing 

new avenues for affect theory in relation to documentary. My work reaches into only one 

direction of documentary scholarship in the age of convergence and affect. A key dimension of 

documentary studies is relating new techniques to old problems of realism.  444

The relationship between documentary, docudrama, and documentary adaptation—this 

spectrum of realism—has been central to my research, as I call for more attention to be paid to 

creative non-fiction and its curious, practical, and radical potentials. A new phenomenon can 

create a magnifying glass to examine that potential. I have argued that documentary adaptation 

magnifies both theoretical and industrial alterations, a shifting of non-fiction priorities and a 
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reframing of non-fiction’s growth and trajectory. I reexamine documentary and docudrama 

history using this new adaptive light. Adaptation therefore offers revision to the disciplines of 

film, television, and affect studies. In expanding documentary studies and providing new 

connections to affect theory, documentary adaptation links specific storytelling practices to 

literary, cinematic, and televisual traditions. The value of documentary adaptation is in this wide 

scope and reach, in its revelation of a trend based in aesthetic, ideological, industrial, and 

technological changes that should not be ignored. 

This dissertation has been a vehicle for defining, reading, and evaluating. My research 

scrutinized documentary adaptation by claiming its origins and its meaning in the spheres of 

industry and academia. First, I addressed the form and function of docudrama, with emphasis 

on how the new storytelling phenomenon of documentary adaptation reveals further non-fiction 

hybridization. Docudrama joins fiction and non-fiction; its history is tied to cinema and 

television’s intersecting production strategies and narrative needs. I examined components of 

docudrama, including reenactment and the contemporary media event. I analyzed an 

experimental film that marks an explicit transition from docudrama to the alternate model of 

adaptation. The Beaver Trilogy (2001), often described as a documentary, offered a complex 

commentary on representation, dramatization, and affect in the modern era. This film 

established common elements and experimental ideals that further developed in later chapters: 

reflexive play with source material, including self-conscious use of star power, dramatization of 

the documentary shooting process itself, and hyper-development of dramatic details. 

My approach to Michael Apted and Werner Herzog in my second chapter focused on 

them as directors associated with disrupting boundaries between fact and fiction. The four films 

analyzed in the chapter illustrated how an auteur’s experimentation in storytelling alters non-

fiction. Apted and Herzog’s impulses to adapt their own documentary material challenge notions 

of affect, advocacy, embodiment, and history. Documentary adaptation emerged as a new 
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relationship between texts, a new link between media events to narrative devices, and a new 

way to digest information for audiences. Adaptation borrows, intersects, and refers to its source 

material in a reflexive dialogue between media objects. Apted and Herzog engaged in that 

dialogue by guiding the adaptation themselves.  As they experimented with storytelling, these 

directors launched a debate about the functions of documentary and dramatization in an era of 

convergence. Most auteurs embody an intertextual connection between their works. Even so, 

documentary adaptation spells out a more explicit project, one that allows the films to exchange, 

and thus troubling boundaries of the real. 

Where Chapter Two upheld an artistic inspiration for documentary adaptation, grounded 

in one auteur’s need to complete a narrative journey using multiple models, Chapter Three 

expanded on documentary adaptation tied to corporate strategy. Both adaptations discussed 

were produced for and aired on cable channel HBO. Both received critical praise and numerous 

awards, which I placed in relationship to their purpose in the marketplace. More importantly, the 

chapter’s focus on industrial context expanded documentary adaptation’s territory by moving 

that transformation further into the mainstream. No longer solely a director’s prerogative, a cable 

network’s brand identity calls for a new kind of hybrid programming. Cult documentaries from 

the 1970s are reenacted, reworked, and self-consciously quoted. 

Chapter Four established an investigatory gaze in documentary film before presenting 

adaptations that propelled that gaze further. From late 19th-century hand cameras to 

contemporary juridical documentaries, chronicles of violation and crime have been a central 

preoccupation of non-fiction media. Documentary footage is often considered evidence in itself; 

more often it is evidence of larger investigation, of an ongoing process of information collection 

and arrangement. Adaptation calls attention to this arrangement. The investigatory gaze was 

crucial to interpreting strategies of modification employed in adaptations of Party Monster and 

Devil’s Knot. 
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Chapter Five’s study of HBO and Netflix illustrated the growth and change of 

documentary and docudrama at two prominent networks. Hybrid non-fiction is the new normal at 

HBO, as a mode that builds the brand and garners awards. Adaptation is redefining media 

literacy, allowing audiences more complex understanding and appreciation of source material. I 

argued that HBO is a network where history, narrative, and media repeat and exchange. HBO 

Documentary Films and HBO Films cooperate to create a programming slate that consistently 

revisits and revises historical events and, especially, famous people. This is an environment in 

which documentary adaptation emerged and still flourishes, where it still creates a new model 

for storytelling. 

This dissertation has confronted repetition in media. In using the term “adaptation,” I 

aimed to support repetition in terms of quality and artistry, to highlight media in deeper dialogue. 

But more broadly, I want to redeem certain processes of repetition for media studies. James 

Naremore has written: 

The study of adaptation needs to be joined with the study of recycling, remaking, and every 
other form of retelling in the age of mechanical reproduction and electronic communication. By 
this means, adaptation will become a part of a general theory of repetition, and adaption study 
will move from the margins to the center of contemporary media studies.445

I find this statement a useful call to arms in relation to documentary adaptation, understood as a 

form that can contribute greatly to a general theory of repetition and to the greater meaning of 

repetition in modern media cycles. I have outlined adaptation’s critical acclaim, its experimental 

ethos, and its potentially radical politics. Theories of repetition can and should engage with more 

than capitalist exploitation. 

Documentary adaptation recalls the legacy of repetition in cinema and television theory. 

Adaptation and repetition need a more prominent place in media studies, though important 

scholars have dabbled in it. Stanley Cavell, for one, has reflected on the intrinsic processes of 

 James Naremore. “Introduction: Film and the Reign of Adaptation.” In James Naremore (ed). Film Adaptation. New 445

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2000, 15. 
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cinema: “On film, the past which is present is pastness or presentness itself, time itself, visually 

preserved in endless repetition, an eternal return.”  He points to the temporal and 446

historiographic nature of cinema’s recording technology, its magical ability to repeatedly revive 

the past and bring it into the present. Television inherited that magic; and through its ubiquity, it 

has altered the cultural unconscious. As Steve Anderson suggests, “television is widely 

regarded as an ideal facilitator of cultural memory with its ritualistic, event-style coverage and 

capacity for endless repetition.”  Documentary adaptation in particular, as I have argued, plays 447

with repetition and cultural memory. Documentaries, as archives of information and narrative, or 

even as media events themselves, are sites of interaction with history and cultural memory.  

Adaptation adds affective dialogue with those documentary elements, creates new paths of 

identification and empathy. These are cultural memories returning, reviving for viewers. 

That affective return matters. As Lauren Berlant has succinctly said, “The rerouting of 

affect matters. One way to think about new genres is that they’re openings for making possible 

new kinds of affective collective ground.”  Collective memory and collective affect have 448

tremendous power. We must attend to media objects that tap into that power. Documentary 

adaptation arranges familiar facts to mobilize and destabilize history and memory. Affect is a 

progressive revision. Berlant continues: 

This is why sentimentality is a main historical artery for making affect worlds, worlds organized 
by the unsaids whose open secret pulsations allow tender gesture, glances, and what all else 
goes without saying to suffuse and destabilize the ordinary, to make new social arrangements, 
even when it’s not being really revolutionary.  449

I have engaged with the potential harnessed by adaptation and this affective turn, have argued 

for its relevance, especially in the contemporary convergence age. 

 Stanley Cavell. The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1979, 214.446

 Steve Anderson. "History TV and Popular Memory." In Gary R Edgerton and Peter C. Rollins (eds). Television 447

Histories: Shaping Collective Memory in the Media Age. University Press of Kentucky, 2001, 21. 

 Lauren Berlant and Jordan Greenwald. “Affect in the End Times: A Conversation with Lauren Berlant,” 85. 448

 Ibid., 86. 449
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John Grierson once described his own use of drama within documentary by referencing 

William Butler Yeats: 

It reminds one of a poetic principle that Yeats brings out in one of his wonderful essays, called 
The Emotion of Multitude, and he pointed out that in order to have the emotion of multitude, it is 
necessary to create in any given situation, an echo—or a shadow of it in another situation […] 
the emotion of multitude is obtained by rubbing two situations together and created the image of 
universality—by simply, a simple juxtaposition of two things, you create the idea 'this is a 
universal symbol.' 450

“Affect worlds” or sites of “collective feeling”—as Berlant would deem them—draw upon the 

poetic ideal described by Yeats and Grierson. Symbols originate in the realm of affect. 

Documentary adaptation seeks Yeats’ emotion of multitude. It creates the echo, the shadow, the 

dramatic double of documentary source material in order to generate a more powerful and 

symbolic tale. The documentary and adaptation, in their interaction, form a transcendent story. 

Convergent media speak to and of each other, fashioning more elaborate cultural moments and 

memories.

 Grierson foresaw in his mid-century convergence age the future of documentary drama, 

the merger of creativity and actuality. He knew another convergence age was approaching, that 

it would further alter his beloved documentary narratives. On November 22, 1957, John 

Grierson spoke to the audience of This Wonderful World about documentary and its relation to 

an enquiring mind. He spoke to his viewers of new methods and modes of documentary. He 

concluded the clips for the day, and commented rather wistfully, "It is simply a whiff of this 

electronic world the younger men will be taking in their stride and knowing all about—and it will 

have its own beauties—and I am sure will find its own poets.”  Documentary adaptation strives 451

to find the poetry between media and between fact and fiction. 

 Interview with Ralph Foster. Date unknown. John Grierson Archive, University of Stirling, Scotland. GA.10.25, 8.450

William Butler Yeats. “The Emotion of Multitude.” In Allan Wade (ed.) The Collected Works of William Butler Yeats: 
Ideas of Good and Evil. Stratford-on-Avon: Shakespeare Head Press, 1908, 264-266.

 On This Wonderful World (STV & BBC, 1957-1967). Friday, Nov 22, 1957. John Grierson Archive, University of 451

Stirling, Scotland. G8.3.7, 4.
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