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Introduction

Working on a personal film project in the past few months, | spent countless hours
going through family videos. The project, “The Things We Tell,” explores how personal
stories and self-mythologization shape our identities. In the mid-1980s, my father filmed
filmed numerous Hi8 tapes documenting our family holidays. Watching those images, |
became captivated by his seemingly spontaneous commentary. As he filmed, he described
what he saw, shared his emotions, and interacted with those in front of the camera. His

narration carries a sense of immediacy that feels strikingly authentic.
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Today, terms such as, “authentic,” “authenticity,” “raw,” “unfiltered,” and “unmediated” are
recurring in conversations about the media — reflecting a broader cultural longing in an
era of technological anxiety and media saturation. With nearly two decades of experience
in the media industry, | have witnessed how shifts in technology and culture reshape our
narrative practices. The rise of the creator economy, in particular, foregrounds new forms
of digital self-representation that often rely on spontaneous, speech-driven expression. In
this sense, there are unexpected parallels between contemporary digital creators and the
oral immediacy of my father’s commentaries. Both point toward a fundamental impulse:
storytelling through voice as it unfolds in real time. This raises a methodological question:
how might such spontaneous orality be integrated into the construction of a voice-over?

Working on a short film (Un Vague Souvenir, 2026) that interrogates the emotional
significance of a particular time and place, | began to experiment with incorporating this
form of spontaneous speech into my process. This practice-led research develops what |
termed “Voice-As-A-Method,” in which the spoken voice operates not only as a narrative
device but as an iterative tool for writing and structuring the film itself.

This paper investigates how a structured-yet-spontaneous approach to voice-over—

Voice-as-a-Method—can preserve a sense of oral authenticity while achieving narrative



coherence. More specifically, it asks: how can a voice-over be constructed in a way that
retains the immediacy of spontaneous speech without sacrificing structural clarity? In
addressing this question, the paper also engages a set of related concerns that frame the
inquiry: what constitutes authenticity in documentary practice, how voice contributes to or
disrupts this perception, and how contemporary modes of self-representation reshape our
understanding of mediated speech.

This paper processed in three parts. First, it discusses the theoretical framework
surrounding authenticity, performance, and voice in documentary practices. Second, |
examines a series of iterative experiments conducted during the production of Un Vague
Souvenir. Finally, | brings theory and practice in dialogue, proposing Voice-as-a-Method

as a practice-led framework while highlighting its potentials and shortcomings.

Part One: Laying out the theoretical basis of my practice.

As a journalist and producer covering global events in the Middle East, Europe, and
Africa, my work has been rooted in an observational tradition, drawing from the ethos of
Cinema vérité. However, media practices have undergone significant changes in the past
decade, both visually and stylistically. Content saturation, shifting consumption habits, and
a growing disaffection with traditional media forms raise fundamental questions about our
approach to truth-based filmmaking. In The Future of Truths, Werner Herzog offers a
compelling provocation: “Cinema vérite, | have said, offers you the accountant’s truth.
Ultimately, it was a reaction to the chaos of the 1960s, in particular the Vietham War, but
that type of thinking and filmmaking has a tenacious hold on life. In contrast to the
demands of cinema vérité, | have always insisted that you need stylization, invention,

poetry, and imagination to locate a deeper layer of truth, one that can access a distant



echo of something that can illuminate us, far beyond the reach of fact’ (Herzog, 2025:
180). This distinction invite us to reconsider the observational tradition. Can we transcend
the limitations of an unfiltered reality and draw inspiration from other practices to

experiment with form while staying grounded in reality?

My own work is shaped by an ongoing interest in authenticity, liminality, the
construction of personal mythologies, and the fragile boundary between reality and myths.
These concerns underpins both projects mentioned above: The Things We Tell and Un
Vague Souvenir. A third project, a conceptual installation, Scenographies of Revolt, draws
inspiration from Judith Butler’s concept of performative assembly and Jonas Staal’s notion
of assemblism, interrogating the political dimension of collective gatherings. As Judith
Butler reminds us, a social movement is inherently a social form. When it advocates for a
new way of life, a livable existence, it must simultaneously embody the very principles it
aims to achieve. In essence, when a social movement succeeds, it performs a radical act
of democracy, articulating the essence of a good life in the context of a livable existence
(Butler, 2015: 218). Across these projects, Brechtian strategies — addressing the
audience, disrupting illusion — are central, but | am specially interested in how this
translates into documentary forms. This resonates with works such as Sister Sylvester,
Drinking with Brecht, as well as recent films by Vladena Sandhu (Memory,2025) and
Tamara Stepanyan (My Armenian Ghosts, 2025), which explore memory and personal

mythologies through minimalistic and existentialist forms.

Telling stories is an innate human instinct. However, what drives us to believe,
connect, or engage with a story goes beyond its content. It also depends on how it is

narrated and how the audience perceives the storyteller. Since we rarely witness events in



their entirety, storytelling inevitably involves reconstructing them. Authenticity, therefore, is
not merely a property rooted in facts but an effect created through narrative form, tone,
and voice. For a filmmaker, finding the right voice becomes crucial in constructing a

narrative that is perceived as authentic.

In this research, | understand authenticity as the emotional response emerging from
a constructed encounter — shaped by the interplay between voice, image and narrative
intention. The filmmaker’s responsibility, therefore, lies in how this construction is
articulated and made perceptible. That said, this definition primarily emphasizes the
positive and altruistic aspects of the longing for authenticity, while also acknowledging that
it can take on a more disingenuous and perverse character.
In Zero Point, Slavoj Zizek delves into the concept of “perverse authenticity,” exploring how
perceived sincerity can create a deceptive sense of truthfulness. He draws a parallel
between Donald Trump’s public persona and suggests that spontaneity can evoke an
impression of truthfulness, even if the information presented is not factual. Zizek notes that
Trump’s spontaneity exudes an undeniable sense of authenticity, and many of his
supporters claimed that he appeared genuine and sincere in his public statements (Zizek,
2025: 11). This example highlights the instability of authenticity as a concept and the
potential risks associated with our desire for the “unfiltered.”
Bill Nichols, in his seminal book, Introduction to Documentary (Nichols, 2010), similarly
argues that authenticity ‘is not an inherent property of the image itself but rather an effect
of trust. It is an impression conveyed through conventions, whether through primary
material or constructed elements’. If authenticity can be constructed, then the question

becomes: where does it reside? In the intention, the process, or the outcome?



This brings us back to the role of voice: to what extent does this relate to the concept of
voice as a method in filmmaking? Orality, both as a theoretical concept and a practical
methodology for the spoken word, often becomes diluted when a voice track is written in
words . The writing process sacrifices spontaneity for structural coherence.

This tension sits at the center of my inquiry: how can one retain the immediacy of spoken
language while achieving narrative coherence? Can the spoken word be repositioned at
the center of the writing process itself?

Documentary theory illuminates voice-as-a-method's potential and offers several entry
points into this question. In Audio-Vision Michel Chion frames voice's authenticity via the
acousmétre—an off-screen voice retaining "invulnerability and magical power" until de-
acousmatized by visual sync, questioning if revelation dilutes raw aura. “As long as the
face and mouth have not been completely revealed, and as long as the spectator’s eye
has not “verified” the co-incidence of the voice with the mouth verification which needs
only to be approximate, de-acousmatization is incomplete, and the voice retains an aura of
invulnerability and magical power” (Chion, 1994 28).

At the same time, the experience of authenticity is deeply tied to performance. Steve
Lipkin’s analysis of docudrama highlights how memory and history are accessed through
performative acts, where truth emerges not from factual fidelity alone, but from the staging
of experience. “Both Changeling and Flags of Our Fathers foreground the performance of
history and memory as a means to access the past. The emphasis on performance in both
films acknowledges the singularity and relativity of viewpoint that forms the basis for
memory. The centrality of performance in these works allows them to explore the
authenticity of lived memory, and to argue that truth in memory stems from understanding

the very nature of memory itself as performance.” (Lipkin, 2011: 19)



The tension between authenticity, performance, and construction—is where the magic lies
and a condition to be worked with. Lipkin suggests that the structure of a film models
events and argues for its authenticity—its fidelity—in its depiction (Lipkin, 2011:73).

How many times have you felt something was missing, something is off? From this
viewpoint, the authenticity experienced by the audience stems from the tension within the
entire narrative. The audience’s emotional response arises precisely from the relationship
between all the components of a story. Lipkin's argument is that facts intertwined with
narration create a space for the symbiosis of facts and interpretative impulses.

Yet this constructedness also introduces limits that warrants scrutiny. Paul Ward’s
distinction between reenactment and enactment highlights how even when language is
drawn from “authentic” sources, performance inevitably transforms it. “The authenticity of
the re-enactment is held up to scrutiny during the course of the documentary. A number of
contributors, including Deller himself, talk about their nervousness and excitement
because they are ‘uncertain’ as to what exactly is going to happen. This is a re-enactment,
but it is also, crucially, an enactment” (Ward, 2006: 58). The gap between what is said and

how it is performed complicates any straightforward claim to authenticity.

Filmmaking is an act of creation. What appears authentic is not the object itself, but the
way it is shaped and mediated. The creator bears a responsibility in the creative intent
that shapes the audience’s perception. The filmmaker’s task is not to eliminate this
mediation, but to work within it consciously.

It is within this framework that my own practice takes shape. While working on Un Vague
Souvenir, | returned to my father’s unstructured voice—his spontaneous descriptions, his
presence within the image—and began recording raw voice notes over rough cuts. This

process became a methodological starting point: an attempt to bring orality back into the



heart of the writing process.

Part Two: Orality as a method

For many years, our family had a delightful country house nestled in a village in
Burgundy, Chateauneuf-en-Auxois. We cherished the time we spent there. However,
beneath the seemingly joyful footage, tragic events unfolded. Our cat was shot by a
neighbor, and | nearly died on the drive home from a trip there. On the videos, my father
narrates over the family video in a light-hearted and joyful manner. He passed away in
2014, and hearing his voice, filled with life, carries a profound emotional weight. Each of
us—my mother, my sister, and [—remembers that place in our own unique way.

During the production of the short film, Un Vague Souvenir, | delved into the concept of
voice as a creative medium. This exploration unfolded through five distinct iterative stages,

each shedding light on the potential and limitations of this approach.

First iteration:
| first edited picture sequences in the visual order desired, including a montage of a phone
conversation with my mother recalling her memories. Without writing a script or voice over

in advance, | recorded myself taking over the pictures as they played. (Link: https://

drive.google.com/file/d/1Zvpi2O0sEfZMaFfadHh eXkrCrs6dJTx/view?usp=share_link)

The result feels personal and raw: spontaneous, authentic, and emotional. The relaxed
pacing allows the footage breath. However, the lack of structure and direction undermines
the edit’s narrative coherence. The voiceover is hesitant and impressionistic; repetitions
accumulate and the words drift away from the images. This unscripted voiceover functions

almost as Chion’s acousmeétre but in reverse. The voice retains an ‘aura’, an authenticity,
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because it has not been processed through written language, but lacks structure.

This aligns with Lipkin’s observation about the necessity of structure and exemplifies the
notion that authenticity resides in our spontaneous impulses, yet we must strike a balance
between spontaneity and construction to create a coherent narrative. Orality is present,
but the deliberate shaping of it is absent. The challenge lies in preserving this oral texture

while gradually incorporating structure.

Second iteration:

In the second iteration, after re-editing the visual sequence, | consciously avoided writing
full sentences and jotted down single words for each visual element. This provided a loose
framework that enhanced coherence while maintaining a sense of rawness in the

rendition. (Link: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1XPYo7mQ FIMPrzSLzt5QzgRM59-E6f2w/

view?usp=share_link)

This improved the narrative flow and structure. It reduced errors but left some gaps.
Certain lines were too short, but the voice-over remained personal and descriptive. Word-
cues helped me anchor my storytelling and tap into sensory memory. There’s a personal
touch when | say, “la joie de mes parents est palpable” (04m09s). However, the delivery
became dependent on the word-cues. Long pauses occurred when | ran out of words or
when my cues had not been planned well. The rhythm became slower, and gaps emerged.
This method gained coherence and its components to begin working in a relational
manner, but it still lacks completeness. In the second iteration, the narrative transitioned
from a spontaneous enactment to the re-enactment of structured memories. A framework

started emerging, but it is still searching for its form.
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Third iteration:
For this iteration, | crafted a structured voice-over based on the notes from the two

previous experiments. (Link: https://drive.google.com/file/d/10ZzycMdpZvygAPt-

LwIX34¢8N 0799QH/view?usp=share_link)

This version is more direct, structured, and provides a clearer direction. The rhythm is
more performative and deliberate, yet the voice feels less spontaneous. The sentences
are verbose, more written than spoken, and certain formulations, such as “La douce
frontiére entre la mémoire et I'imaginaire,” feel constructed and unnatural. This exemplifies
the problem identified earlier: when orality becomes subordinated to the written form,
spontaneity is sacrificed for coherence.

A pattern is emerging. My initial attempt felt authentic but lacked structure. The second
iteration improved the structure while preserving a sense of orality. The third attempt
achieved structural coherence at the expense of orality. The question now is how to

integrate structure or orality together without one canceling out the other.

Fourth iteration:

This time, | revisited the structured script crafted for the previous version, but | refused to
be confined by it. | emphasized key words and freely improvised my rendition of these
concepts, using them as cues rather than sentences to be read out. | recorded the voice-
over while watching the edit, allowing myself to improvise around these semantic anchors.

(Link: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1G_hOu6iixGdK2Py0qUbJTTc4dHrrlbxN/view?

usp=share_link)
This version achieved a more harmonious balance between structure and spontaneity.
This process emphasizes performance, where the voice serves as a performative tool.

Reading words with the freedom to deviate from the written word creates a more genuine,
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authentic, and embodied experience. Personally, | feel more present in my words, and the
structure enhances narrative clarity. This fourth experiment revealed a line of inquiry in my
research: structured improvisation guided by semantic anchors emerges as a
methodological approach. The tension and limitations of balancing structured storytelling
with spontaneous authenticity become more apparent. In practical terms, orality,

authenticity, and construction achieve a more harmonious equilibrium.

Fifth iteration:
In this final iteration, | refined my narrative structure, eliminated unnecessary words, and

incorporated new ideas, while maintaining the principle of bolding key words. (Link: https://

drive.google.com/file/d/1 Wzdtgkb8MukA3pau8vMYnL6zQkRXn330/view?usp=share link)

The text now feels authentic and well-structured, yet it still feels more written compared to
the first attempt, which was more organic. While the text conveys a story, it lacks a sense
of embodiment. Achieving the right balance involves finding a subtle equilibrium between
all elements. However, beyond a certain point, textual refinements can diminish the oral
character of the voice-over. The fourth iteration achieved a greater balance than the
previous experiment because it retained an organic structure, while the final iteration
focused on structural refinement. Nevertheless, the addition of music may have
contributed to this improvement. This suggests that achieving a perfect equilibrium
between all the components of the content may not be solely dependent on literary

refinement, but rather on the relationship between the script and the performance.

Towards a structured improvisation:
Constructing a coherent narrative demands meticulous planning. Simply recording

spontaneous words over pictures may capture the raw essence of old footage, but it lacks
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the enchanting aura of the past. By planning a narrative structure in words and ideas—
allowing the reader to freely interpret the story—we unlock intriguing possibilities.
Throughout the five attempts, the process gradually moves closer to the theorized
methodological process as envisioned. Initially, | started with a pure orality devoid of any
structure, gradually transitioning towards a structured narration that retained elements of
orality. Through this iterative process, structured improvisation emerges as a productive
middle ground. The most significant insight from the fourth iteration is that bolding key
words and leaving space for improvisation enabled performative freedom while
maintaining clarity. In that sense, a new methodological function emerges: the productive

relation of structured improvisations that are semantically anchored.

Part three: Confronting my practice and theory

The experiments conducted during the production of Un Vague Souvenir, affirm,
challenge, and complicate the theoretical framework | laid out at the beginning of this
research. The progression from spontaneous voice recording to the oral performance of a
script reveals the intricate relationship between orality, authenticity, and narrative
construction. Each iteration make tensions visible: from a voice exudes a magical aura, to
a voice that is performed yet embodied.

The second and third experiments explore tensions arising from two distinct processes.
One uses a loosely written, fragmentary script that retains oral features; the other employs
a more verbose written script that feels less authentic or perhaps even devoid of emotions.
Paul Ward reminds us that, ‘the language used by performers may be ‘authentic’ because
it’s derived from court records or other stenographic reports; but the inflections, accent,
volume, and pace of what performers utter, as well as their gestures, expression, and

stance, will not be those of the persons they represent (Ward, 2006: 44)’. In essence, this
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discrepancy — between enactment and reenactment, authenticity and the audience’s
perception imposes limitations that we must address in our process. Across this iterative

process | attempted to with these limits, rather than deny them.

Michel Chion, in his writings, notes that the audio-visual space is a distinct entity—born
from the interaction of the sonic and visual planes—yet existing independently of its
constituent parts (Chion, 1994). This insight clarifies what are the challenges when
constructing a voice-over.

As construction becomes increasingly apparent, full narrative coherence may prove more
advantageous to the text than the audio-visual space. The fourth experiment with its
semantic anchors facilitate the creation of a space that resembles Chion’s audiovision.
Words serve as anchors that facilitate improvisation and convey sensory meaning that the
written word cannot fully capture. This echoes Werner Herzog'’s call for attaining a deeper
truth. This fifth experiment show us that literary refinement distanced us from the text’s
orality even as it strengthened the structure. Through this iterative process, it becomes
evident that incorporating the concept of performance into my initial theory is crucial.
Voice-as-a-method is only fully realized when the written word serves as a structure that
facilitates the spoken voice within the text. Ultimately, what emerges is a toolkit for
filmmakers to hold literary structure lightly enough that the voice can exist within the text,
yet still retain the impulses of spontaneous orality.

The methodology described demonstrates both the potential and limitations that one must
consciously acknowledge. Practically, it provides guidance on crafting a voiceover that is
structured yet retains some of its initial rawness. Bill Nichols emphasizes in his work that
authenticity is not an inherent property but a constructed one. An authentic voice is
relational and emerges from the tension and symbioses of the film’s various narrative

components.
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Creative choices are inherently subjective, but the writing a voice track can be guided by
performative strategies. This research presents a framework to retain spontaneous
impulses in voice track production, a process that resists the conventionalization of our
oral impulses. In practice, minimal written words, active sensory memory, and cues guide

my writing process.

The toolkit offers insights into harnessing spontaneous orality within an iterative
process, while also highlighting the delicate balance between strictly adhering to the
written word and achieving the performative quality of a voice. This iterative process
serves as a framework for tapping into our natural impulses for oral storytelling. Initially
described as a process, it will now be reviewed as a framework: Voice-as-a-Method:
Orality as a Practice-Led Framework for Authenticity in Documentary Filmmaking. The
framework presented here seeks to create an engaging environment that captivates the
audience’s imagination and encourages them to actively explore facts rather than
passively receiving authoritative narration. By making audiences feel the author’s voice,
not as a performer, the method hopes to foster a connection between the storyteller and
the listener. This transformation shifts the audience from a passive receiver to an active
participant.

Voice-as-a-Method emerges from this inquiry as a flexible approach to integrating
orality, structure, and performance in documentary voice-overs. By iteratively transitioning
from unscripted commentary to scripted narration, this process treats the voice as a site
where authenticity is constructed in relation to images, memory, and audience trust.
Rather than resolving the tension between spontaneity and form, the framework embraces

that tension as a productive element, inviting filmmakers to write lightly enough that the
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spoken voice remains embodied, hesitant, and affective. This approach acknowledges the
constructedness of voice without compromising its capacity to feel “true.” Future research
could expand this framework beyond its current application, exploring how semantic
anchors and structured improvisation function in other documentary contexts and how

audiences perceive the authenticity of such vocal performances.
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