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Popular documentary, what could this mean? The main documentary tradition 
- certainly the one that has traditionally received greatest critical attention - can 
scarcely be cast as popular. Independent and high-minded, struggling on the 
periphery of the media industry, grappling with serious epistemological and 
ethical concerns, this tradition has typically been perceived in opposition to 
everything which popularity represents. Those documentaries which are 
popular - which appear, for instance, on prime-time TV - are often criticised for 
representing a pale and mannered version of the lofty documentary ideal 
(Vaughan in Rosenthal, 1988: 36). Yet there is a need to consider popular 
documentary not simply in terms of its 'deficiencies' but also in terms of its 
specific characteristics - how it manages, for instance, to negotiate a relation 
between education and entertainment, between high-cultural prestige and 
accessible popular pleasure.

The up-market wildlife documentary is particularly interesting in this regard. 
Programs such as Wildscreen and A Most Remarkable Planet manage a 
sophisticated balance between science and showmanship. They engage with 
a range of different cultural registers - from Hollywood style immersive 
entertainment to the traditional rhetoric of the sublime. In fashioning their 
prime-time popularity, they work not only to expand the documentary idiom but 
also to raise interesting issues concerning the significance of popularised 
science for contemporary culture.

This paper focuses on the aesthetic strategies evident in a specific wildlife 
documentary, Great White Shark (BBC/National Geographic, 1995). Screened 
on the ABC (Australia) in early 1996, this was the first program in the "A Most 
Remarkable Planet" series. It provides a very clear example of the investment 
in narrative and spectacle found within the contemporary wildlife documentary.

Cultural Positioning

Documentaries such as Great White Shark represent the elite, high-cultural, 
quality end of wildlife documentary. They tend not to engage in the kind of 
anthropomorphism and mawkish sentimentality which characterise more 
downmarket wildlife shows. However, this does not prevent them from 
unashamedly drawing from the lexicon of the popular narrative fiction film. 
Indeed, these links are often highlighted. Another Attenborough documentary, 
Hunting and Escaping (from the Trials of Life series) is promoted in the 
following terms:

The most hair-raising suspense film pales besides this video. But this is not 
fiction. It's the life-and-death struggle in the "realest" world of all. Hunting and 
Escaping puts you at the peephole, peering into a harsh and often brutal 
world. (http://www.timelife.com/video/html/V651.detail.html)

The reference to popular suspense works both to establish the appeal of the 
documentary and to serve as a model to be surpassed. Hunting and Escaping 
is apparently more exciting than fiction and has the added benefit of being 
'true.’  A similar double movement, both referencing and dismissing popular 
fiction, is evident in Attenborough's introduction to Great White Shark.

You may feel that you know this animal because replicas of it have been the 
subject of several cinema films, but the real living animal has only been 
seldom glimpsed and it has only been filmed from inside the protection of 



underwater cages. In this film we are going to venture beyond the cages to 
reveal something of the life of the Great White Shark.

The documentary is positioned then as stepping beyond the limitations of both 
traditional wildlife documentary and the unauthentic character of Hollywood 
spectacle (Jaws). Yet the relation to Hollywood spectacle is not simply one of 
rejection. Jaws remains a crucial model for the representation of the real 
shark, particularly in terms of the narrative strategies and modes of immersive 
spectacle employed. The program then has kind of dual set of references - 
firstly to the wildlife documentary tradition and secondly to the broader sphere 
of popular entertainment.

The character of Attenborough himself, both as narrator and as on-screen 
presenter, is indicative of the ambivalent cultural positioning of the 'quality' 
wildlife documentary. With his British upper-class accent and slightly eccentric 
manner, Attenborough makes a concern with nature a cultured and yet 
popularly accessible affair. His documentaries may indulge in a bit of spirited 
drama and spectacle, even in a bit of melodrama, but these strategies are 
always accompanied by some good (cultured) scientific exposition. The story 
always has a message, generally an enlightened one about the value of 
natural otherness.

Paradoxically, the sense of 'quality’ also depends crucially on the commitment 
to the strategies of popular fiction. Down-market wildlife shows tend to make a 
less convincing fist of fashioning a narrative. There is less effort to convey a 
coherent sense of space or a compelling mood and atmosphere. They are 
also less stylistic sophisticated. Recent 'quality' wildlife documentaries employ 
state-of-the-art filming techniques (night vision sequences of lions hunting, 
close steady-cam tracking shots of geese in flight, an insider's view of a 
termite mound). Their inventiveness, their capacity to provide revelatory 
perspectives on aspects of the natural world, are vital to their cultural stakes. 
This is hardly, however, a uniquely high-cultural tendency. A commitment to 
state-of-the-art spectacle is clearly also a vital feature of popular 
entertainment. The 'quality' wildlife documentary succeeds less by abandoning 
the rhetoric of popular appeal than by pursuing it and grafting it to the more 
culturally prestigious rhetoric of contemporary popular science. Their success 
in negotiating these cultural registers, in positioning themselves as both 
popular and culturally prestigious is a crucial to their prime-time viability.

But how does the rhetoric of popular science engage with the rhetoric of 
popular entertainment? There is a need to be more precise about the aesthetic 
strategies involved.

The Popular Sublime

Great White Shark begins with a shark attack. A series of wide-angle shots 
introduce a rocky island. A lighthouse beacon turns slowly in the edge of 
frame. A pre-dawn ocean horizon appears in the background. Violins establish 
a sense of foreboding. Then we are out at sea. The camera drops below the 
softly rolling brown surface and descends. The sound of seals and low strings. 
We see a shark. We follow it. We ride along on its back like a confused 
remora. Then another underwater view. Is this the shark's perspective? No, it 
is the point-of-view of an elephant seal, which surfaces above the rolling 
waves to look back at the jagged islands, but only briefly before jaws come 
rushing up from the depths towards it, towards us. Foaming water and blood. 
The shark rips into the seal in wide-angle close-up. No view from a boat here 
or from a submersible cage. There seems to be no distance whatsoever 
between the camera and the attack. How is this possible? How can we gain 
such an intimate view of a shark attack? The opening sequence is all about 



providing vivid, immersive access to a natural space that would in fact exceed 
and undermine visibility. This strategy relates not only to aspects of 
contemporary popular spectacle, but also to the aesthetic tradition of the 
sublime. It is tempting to link these two modes, to develop some concept of 
the "popular sublime", but there is a need first to clarify what is entailed.

In many respects, spectacle in Great White Shark engages closely with 
Gunning's concept of "the cinema of attractions" (in Elsaesser, 1990: 56-62). 
Just as early films were technological marvels, more concerned with simply 
showing something than telling a story, the expository structure in Great White 
Shark is mainly a vehicle for the fantastic shark footage. This footage is 
obtained through all sorts of new remote filming techniques - "critter-cam" 
(where the camera is attached to a shark's back) 'pole-cam' (where the 
camera is dipped into the water next to a feeding shark), and 'surfboard-cam' 
(which picks up front-on footage of an attacking shark). These different 
technologies, these different spectacular strategies, serve as the fundamental 
attractions, the novel features which allow this documentary to surpass all 
previous shark documentaries. They are introduced gradually throughout the 
program and shamelessly combined in the opening and concluding shark 
attack sequences. There is no attempt to hide the techniques involved. 
Indeed, just as with popular spectacle (mechanical sharks, digital dinosaurs), 
they are openly promoted. This self-reflection does not detract from their 
immersive force. It simply positions them explicitly as attractions. They are the 
self-conscious means by which wildlife documentary achieves a certain parity 
with popular Hollywood spectacle.

But what of the sublime? If, in Kantian terms, the beautiful is concerned with 
recognising harmony and order, the sublime is concerned with confronting 
disturbing and terrible prospects - raging seas, huge mountains, fierce storms. 
The sublime is a kind of painful pleasure - a pleasure in contemplating the vast 
and the limitless, the powerful and extreme (Kant, 1952: 495). In its original 
incarnation within romantic aesthetics it was associated with aspects of nature. 
Later, within modernist aesthetics, it came to be associated with the spectre of 
cities and machines. Within postmodernism it can be associated with the 
experience of simulation and the hyperreal. Increasingly then, particularly 
within the cultural sector, the sublime has been cut adrift from its traditional 
metaphorics - the sphere of wild nature. Here is where science, or more 
precisely popular science, would appear to step in. The traditional sublime 
makes a reassuring return in everything from science-fiction to chaos theory, 
black holes to the big bang. Popularised science plays a crucial cultural role in 
recovering and refashioning some image of the traditional object realm.

The concern with sublime nature is very evident in Great White Shark. 
Attenborough's introduction plainly indicates the revelatory aim of this 
documentary. It will show us things that we have never seen before. An aspect 
of nature that had been unrepresentable - except in a compromised fashion 
(from within a cage) - will now be brought to light. And of course this is not just 
any hidden aspect of nature. Attenborough's narration constantly emphasises 
that the great white shark is a metaphor for everything wild and terrible in 
nature:

This is the shark of myth and legend. No carnivore in the sea or on land has 
the power to strike such deep terror in our souls...

The shark is positioned very much as a sublime natural force: The animal 
glides dream-like through its watery world and into our subconscious. It's one 
of the last great predators to roam free on the planet - a creature of fearful 
symmetry.



Actually, the Blakean notion of a "fearful symmetry" suggests a 
correspondence between the beautiful and the sublime. Attenborough 
describes the white shark as both the "essence of wildness" and a "majestic 
creature of ideal hydro-dynamic design". The documentary constantly 
alternates between these two attitudes, sometimes playing up the suspense, 
the terror, the fear and other times the graceful beauty. This is often signalled 
by a musical transition - from sombre strings to a Spielberg-style music of awe 
and wonder.

How are we to distinguish the traditional rhetoric of the sublime from 
postmodern relations to nature (immersive strategies)? Everything seems to 
hinge on the issue of distance. The sublime is all about experiencing terrible 
nature at a slight remove, just sufficient so that it can produce a tingling sense 
of awed aesthetic pleasure. Contemporary spectacle, however, seems to have 
a fundamentally different aim. It is not about establishing distance but about 
struggling to break it down. Instead of standing back from experience, 
postmodern spectacle attempts to simulate a level of experience which is now 
profoundly uncertain. The moves towards various forms of immersive 
entertainment - from surround sound to 3D computer games -seem to indicate 
an effort to refashion physical engagement on a different terrain, as though 
somehow our direct engagement with the world is no longer sufficiently 
compelling, no longer even quite possible. So as the horizon of real wild 
nature is constantly pushed back, and denied for most any vivid experiential 
form, it has to be refashioned elsewhere (Jameson, 1991: 35). Nature comes 
to be experienced through modes of spectacle which seem to surpass mere 
vision and to offer something like the density and intensity of real experience. 
This suggests that what is ultimately unrepresentable (sublime) in immersive 
wildlife spectacle may be experience itself. No matter how heightened, how 
vivid, how extreme, these simulations can never capture the texture of real 
interaction with nature.

The popular sublime then appears as a curious combination of postmodern 
immersion and the traditional sublime. The shark appears as a symbol of a 
fearful wild nature which can never be tamed (which we struggle to understand 
and imaginatively represent), yet the emphasis is on fashioning a heightened 
sense of participatory engagement. There is a kind of nostalgia evident here. 
Wildlife documentaries provide a forum for us to imagine the possibility of a 
traditional relation to nature. Nature appears with a capital "N" as the 
archetypal other. And what could be more wonderful than to stand up on a 
small island scanning the waves for evidence of wild nature when you 
consider that most of us live in cities and suburbs. The natural scientist, the 
marine biologist, provides pleasing authentication that an intimate relation to 
nature is still possible. Great White Shark works to reassert values that we 
cannot yet abandon, however all its immersive strategies indicate how fragile 
this relation to nature has become, how urgent the need is for consoling 
simulation.

Popularised Science

Great White Shark presents an aesthetically determined version of science, 
not the typical instrumental version, but an enlightened and enlightening 
science, a science concerned with the beautiful and sublime character of the 
natural world. A science also which pursues knowledge through the 
mechanisms of spectacle, through cameras which record the previously 
unrepresentable. This says something about the complex importance of 
science in contemporary society. It no longer functions simply as a sign of our 
dominance over nature, now it constantly works to explore and drive home 
sublime truths. In this respect it gains a kind of poetic/aesthetic function, 



particularly important when the traditional terrain of cultural expression has 
largely turned its back on the work of representing the natural world.

A specific sequence within Great White Shark is indicative. It deals with a 
scientist, Greg Marshall, who attaches cameras to sharks to observe their 
behaviour. His work is presented as a kind of rational alternative to exploitative 
trophy hunting and to traditional attitudes of ignorant fear. Yet Marshall himself 
positions his work as a logical extension of earlier responses:

I think that it is in some way in our subconscious - we know that this is an 
animal that can take us out. We are curious, we are fascinated, we are 
terrified of that possibility. I'd rather face my terror and try to understand. I 
want to know this beast.

A sublime motivation then provides the basis for his research. Very 
conveniently, his tool of inquiry is a video camera. "Critter-cam" provides not 
only 'knowledge', but also, particularly importantly for television, immersive 
spectacle:

If Greg's camera works, it will allow us to travel into the white shark's world for 
the very first time. And now we take an incredible ride...

As we take this fairground ride, the narration reminds us of its scientific value. 
It teaches about the shark's flexible dorsal fin, we learn a little about its social 
behaviour, but all of this seems an attempt to rationalise a more fundamental 
pleasure.

The scientist is presented as a kind of hero. He is the only one that can enable 
the transition from sublime fear to awed wonder and respect, and finally to a 
sense of the shark's beauty. This is not an easy transition. The often perilous 
position of the various scientists is milked for all its narrative worth. In a later 
sequence in the Fallalon Islands, multiple camera angles, steady-cam footage 
and quick editing emphasise the drama and danger of the research as 
scientists rush out in a small boat to record a very large shark. A high angle 
shot above the boat drives home their perilous position. Here scientific 
investigation becomes a kind of adrenalin rush - yet another extreme sport. 
One of the men hollers jubilantly, "pretty wild, that was great!"

What do we finally learn from all this research? No doubt, all sorts of specific 
scientific information, but is this really the point? Understanding the shark 
appears ultimately as a means of attaining a further level of aesthetic 
appreciation:

As the animal behind the myth is revealed, the Great White Shark remains no 
less formidable. Its fearful symmetry is not diminished...Perhaps we need to 
know that it still survives out there...Like the tiger in the forests of the night, 
the white shark is the essence of wildness.

The shark appears then as a metaphor for the traditional sublime. Science is 
positioned as a vital means of gaining access to this order of aesthetic 
experience.

Very often the popularisation of science involves providing an aesthetic 
rationale for scientific endeavour - or highlighting this rationale, because it has 
always been present to some extent. Distinctions between science and art are 
especially problematic when you consider their shared interest in sublimity 
(pushing the limits of knowledge and perception) and in beauty (harmonious 
form and natural order). Science has never been purely instrumental, thus 
certain features which at first glance may seem to be evidence of 
popularisation could in fact relate to a deeper ambivalence within science itself 



- its kind of hidden aesthetic character. Of course, this neglected softer side to 
science can also serve as alibi for its harder, more vicious instrumental side. 
And the popularisation of science often works to make this ideological 
manoeuvre. Yet could it also be that the aesthetic side of science is 
reasserting itself in all sorts of uncontrollable ways - aesthetics serving then 
not as a veil or a disguise but as a kind of unconscious and preconscious 
engine, which even the most careful and detached methodology, all the 
instrumental research, all the institutions of established science cannot 
suppress altogether? Here aesthetics appears not simply as a rhetoric but as 
a space of desire - and the popularisation of science is an expression of this 
other (interior and exterior) scientific consciousness. In these terms then, 
popularisation may prove to be more than simply a superficial addition to 
proper science. It may prove fundamental.
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