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Kedi

This second book in the Routledge Docalogue series continues to model a new form for the discussion of documentary film, focusing on a new film and a different set of critical questions.

Kedi (2016) is the first feature documentary by Turkish-American filmmaker Ceyda Torun. The film provides a window into the everyday lives of Istanbul street cats; their itinerant meanderings present a non-human perspective on this ever-changing, ancient city while at the same time exploring the meaningful impact these cats have on the humans they encounter. Kedi: A Docalogue brings together a diversity of perspectives on this film. By combining five distinct critical approaches to a single documentary, this book acts both as an intensive scholarly treatment and as a guide for how to analyze, theorize, and contextualize a documentary.

Together, the essays in this book touch upon key topics in documentary studies, including animal studies, eco-documentaries, sound studies, and media industry studies, making them essential reading for scholars interested in contemporary documentary. They also provide useful case studies for teaching documentary film in courses on Contemporary Cinema, Cultural Studies, and Media Industries.

Jaimie Baron is an Associate Professor of Film Studies at the University of Alberta. She is the author of two books, The Archive Effect: Found Footage and the Audiovisual Experience of History (Routledge, 2014) and Reuse, Misuse, Abuse: The Ethics of Audiovisual Appropriation in the Digital Era (2020), and numerous journal articles and book chapters. She is also the director of the Festival of Inappropriation, a yearly international festival of short experimental found footage films and videos.

Kristen Fuhs is an Associate Professor of Media Studies at Woodbury University. She writes about documentary film, the American criminal justice system, and contemporary celebrity, and her work has appeared in journals such as Cultural Studies; the Historical Journal of Film, Radio, and Television; and the Journal of Sport & Social Issues.
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Preface

Docalogue began in 2017 — and continues — as an online journal, but it also began as a documentary salon in Los Angeles a decade earlier when the editors were both graduate students. Each month, we and a number of friends and colleagues would meet at one of our homes to watch and discuss a documentary film. Although the salon only lasted a year or so, it was one of the most stimulating forums for discussion of documentary film that we experienced during our graduate years. When the editors each moved on to academic jobs in different cities, we continued to meet at conferences, particularly Visible Evidence, which provides a major forum for documentary screening and discussion. Although Visible Evidence is always exciting and generative, we longed to have a way to sustain our discussions of documentary media throughout the year. From this desire arose Docalogue, a digital publication wherein we select one recent documentary each month and solicit two scholars to write a short essay about it, offering two perspectives intended to start off a broader conversation, whether on the website, in classrooms, or within documentary scholarship more broadly.

After about a year of provocative posts in this form, we decided that we might expand the Docalogue format to include short, edited books offering multiple perspectives on a single documentary film — a format that had rarely been tried, at least for nonfiction media. One of the challenges we have faced is how to decide which documentaries to choose as subjects of book-length study. On the website, this is less pressing since we feature so many documentaries, and the purpose is simply to foster scholarly conversation. In choosing documentaries for the book series, however, we are, by definition, singling out particular documentaries that we think have more than passing significance. And, since our focus is recent documentaries, this is necessarily a gamble: we do not know for certain which films will stand the test of time. In addition, while our aim is not to establish a new canon, by virtue of focusing a whole book on a film, we cannot help but raise the profile of the film at least within the documentary scholarly community. In the end, we decided to take the risk and simply choose films that we believe raise important issues about documentary in the contemporary moment and open themselves up to multiple avenues of scholarly analysis. Moreover, our aim is also to center at least some films that emerge from makers whose voices have not always been foregrounded by documentary scholarship.

The purpose of the Docalogue book series is, however, not to close the book, as it were, on any film. The idea is to open up conversation among scholars, to demonstrate to students the many ways of approaching a documentary text, and to offer a resource for those who wish to teach recent documentary films about which little has been written so far. We hope that, like the online journal, the book series will give rise to further scholarship about the films in question.

We would like to thank our Board of Advisors — Chris Cagle, Timothy Corrigan, Oliver Gaycken, Maria Pramaggiore, Pooja Rangan, Mila Turajlić, and Janet Walker — for their advice and suggestions regarding the selection of films and writers. Thanks to Natalie Foster, Sheni Kruger, Jennifer Vennall, and the whole team at Routledge for supporting this series. Our gratitude goes out to all of the writers who have contributed thus far to the Docalogue project — in both the book series and on the website. And a special thanks to Ceyda Torun for the use of her images, and for so graciously taking the time to speak with us about her film!

For more information about the Docalogue website, go to www.docalogue.com.





Introduction

Kedi in context

Kristen Fuhs


Cinema has a deep and abiding fascination with cats. From Edison’s Boxing Cats (1894) to the ill-fated recent adaptation of the Andrew Lloyd Webber musical Cats (Tom Hooper, 2019), the feline figure has long been a subject of intrigue, fancy, and delight on both the big screen and the small. Storied relationships between cats and filmmakers illuminate this connection. Jean Cocteau was president of a club for cat lovers. Chris Marker would send an image of a cat when asked for a portrait of himself. In the wake of her death, tributes to Agnes Varda included both “filmmaker” and “cat-lover” as signifying features in their remembrance. Kedi, the 2016 documentary film directed by Ceyda Torun, extends this relationship between cinema, cats, and the filmmakers who love them. Beyond its focus on the many cats who roam the streets of Istanbul, Kedi also explores the meaningful impact these cats have on the humans they encounter.

Kedi: A Docalogue is the second book in the Docalogue series. We chose Kedi for a book-length study because we are interested in what the film’s relative commercial success—it was distributed theatrically and earned more than $5 million at the worldwide box office—says about the documentary audience right now and the commercial viability of documentary distribution in the era of streaming video. However, we are also intrigued by the film because of the multiple areas of investigation it opens itself up to, many of which are of particular interest to documentary studies at the moment. The chapters in this volume variously approach the film through lenses related to ecology, animal studies, sound studies, national cinema, and media industries. Together, they demonstrate why a charming film about cats, which was the first feature-length film by its maker, is such a rich text to unpack and analyze.

Chapter 1, Benjamin Schultz-Figueroa’s “From cat to clowder: Kedi in the anthropocene,” looks at Kedi through the lens of anthropogenically-induced climate change. The film’s representation of cats’ proliferation in the urban environment, he argues, is indicative of a broader trend towards representing animals on screen, even as many species have begun to go extinct at unprecedented rates. Schultz-Figueroa draws on theories of ecology and taxidermy to interrogate the ambivalent relationship between preservation and encounter within multispecies documentaries. Kedi, he suggests, makes a statement about human/animal relations in the current moment and works as a document of the relationships, fantasies, and desires of a world on the precipice of massive ecological calamity.

Next, Yiman Wang builds on Schultz-Figueroa’s interest in the environment and animal studies in “Tracking cats and voicing dogs: locating street animals in Kedi and Taşkafa: stories of the street” where she compares Kedi to Taşkafa, another documentary about stray animals in Istanbul. In her comparative analysis, Wang argues that each film differently engages with pressing issues related to the human/non-human relationship as well as the limits of Foucauldian governmentality and environmentality in the Capitalocene. While each film manifests drastically different histories, aesthetics, and sensibilities, Wang suggests they both demonstrate how documentary styles might push against or exceed anthropocentric systems of signification.

In Chapter 3, “Foreign and familiar: Kedi and the musicality of Istanbul,” Paul Reinsch turns his critical eye to the film’s sonic address, arguing that the film creatively uses music to address diverse audiences at different registers. His chapter performs a close analysis of the soundtrack and the score in this documentary, focusing on two specific songs that are emblematic of the film’s use of sound to bridge the cultural divide between the East and the West. Reinsch’s chapter demonstrates how Kedi uses music strategically to stage a series of productive collisions between the foreign and the familiar and between sound and image.

Then, in “Kedi between the local and the national,” Melis Behlil looks at the film through the lens of national identity, problematizing the concept of a national documentary. Behlil situates Kedi as part of a long history of documentaries about Turkey, many of which were made by outsiders. Although set entirely in Istanbul and shot in the Turkish language, most of the main crew (including the Turkish-born director) are based in the US. Rather than Turkish or American, Behlil suggests Kedi might be thought of as an “Istanbullu” film, one whose local signifiers are aligned closely with the city, but which sidesteps any clear identification with national culture.

In Chapter 5, “Kedi: crossover documentary as popular art cinema” Chris Cagle takes a media industries approach to the film, examining it in relation to other 2017 documentaries and suggesting a relationship between distribution tiers and different taste categories. Cagle proposes four broad categories for thinking through the relationship between documentary style and industrial hierarchy: the popular documentary, the crossover documentary, the mainstay documentary, and the cinephile documentary. By looking at Kedi as an example of a crossover documentary—something that is not quite popular documentary, but not quite art cinema—he argues that this in-between quality suggests something about commerce, identity, and documentary aesthetics in the contemporary mediascape.

Finally, the collection ends with a conversation with Kedi’s director, Ceyda Torun, which touches on, and in many ways responds to, the critical threads that are woven throughout this collection. By putting Torun into conversation with the different chapters in this book, we hope to reinforce the goals of the Docalogue project—to open up new avenues of inquiry about this film while engaging in a robust dialogue about contemporary documentary more broadly. As one of the humans in Kedi says, “having a relationship with cats must be a lot like being friends with aliens. You make contact with a very different life form, open a line of communication with one another, and start a dialogue.” Whether such dialogue takes place between humans, animals, or alien beings, we can only hope this book will continue to spark the discussion.





1From cat to clowder

Kedi in the anthropocene

Benjamin Schultz-Figueroa


There are two crucial, yet divergent, moments in Ceyda Torun’s 2016 documentary Kedi, which seem to speak to each other from across the film. The first occurs early on when a fishmonger describes his relationship with a cat who frequently comes to his store. “It’s fascinating,” he says, “they’re just like people.” The audience views the cat up close as it peers over the shop’s roof, is fed by one of the shopkeepers, and plays with its food. Then, we watch one of the shop employees shaking a bucket of sardines out onto the street. The cat gingerly approaches and picks at the sardines but is quickly overwhelmed by an oncoming flock of seagulls that descend en masse to devour the fish. The cat slinks away from the ensuing feeding frenzy, its silky form a stark contrast to the audiovisual cacophony of the shrieking and flapping gulls (Figure 1.1). As is typical of Kedi, which takes great pains to depict cats as emotive, complex onscreen characters, it seems to exude disdain for the squawking birds desperately fighting over the bounty of fish, evoking a sense of pride that distinguishes the cat from the mass of less charismatic seagulls. This scene is later darkly reflected in a sequence that comes towards the end of the film. A man carrying a bag of fish parts wanders through the city, feeding the many stray cats of Istanbul. He approaches a small weatherworn dock. There, a cat spots him, meows, and suddenly ten other cats leap out from underneath the dock to surround the man and eat the food he presents them. This dynamic is repeated in scene after scene, where the man is met by different groups of cats around the city who suddenly congregate for his handouts. Weaving underfoot, their meowing overlapping on the soundtrack, these felines who have been meticulously individuated throughout the rest of the film become anonymous members of a clowder, or group of cats. They are now like the seagulls at the beginning of the film, a mass of hungry, desperate animals.

[image: image]

Figure 1.1Seagulls swarm for food while a cat slinks away in Kedi (Ceyda Torun, 2016).

This chapter considers Kedi’s fluid representation of felines as symptomatic of broader shifts in human/animal relationships in contemporary life. John Berger famously argued that as animals began to disappear from daily life throughout the 19th century, representations of them multiplied to make up for their absence.1 Akira Lippit further elaborates that the invention of film accelerated this process, rapidly transferring animal life from living bodies to onscreen images.2 I claim here that we are living through a similar moment now. As species go extinct at unprecedented rates, large portions of animal life are no longer just disappearing from urban and suburban locales but threatening to vanish from the planet itself. And yet, their images multiply onscreen as never before. In the last ten years, an explosion of internationally acclaimed animal documentaries has been released, including Illisa Barbash and Lucian Castaing-Taylor’s Sweetgrass (2009), Nicolas Philbert’s Nénette (2010), Castaing-Taylor and Verena Paravel’s Leviathan (2012), and Denis Côté’s Bestiaire (2012). Unlike the overdetermined structures of National Geographic or Planet Earth documentaries, these films are deeply invested in animals as contingent and aberrant documentary subjects that confound anthropomorphic descriptions and meaning-making. Driven by a growing concern over climate change as well as scholarly and artistic interest in multispecies ethnography and ecocinema, these films use new visualizing methods and technologies to depict their animals as opaque and fascinating subjects. Here, I position Kedi—with its polyvocal representations of cats as subjects of capitalist power, symbols of ahistorical nature, alien beings outside human history, and mirrors for humanity—within this frenzy to capture animal specificity and complexity in an era of ecological collapse.

This chapter is divided into two sections. Practicing what Jennifer Peterson and Graig Alan Uhlin describe as the reverse-zoom method for studying Anthropocene history, each section operates on a different scale.3 The first section zooms out, considering the ambivalent relationship between preservation and encounter within the broader movement of multispecies documentaries in ecocinema discourse. Despite individually attracting a fair amount of critical attention, these multispecies documentaries have yet to be extensively considered as a historical genre. Doing so reveals patterns in their aesthetics, programs, and receptions that might otherwise be invisible and raises questions about how the films will persist and be understood beyond this particular moment in time. Unlike much of the scholarly writing about these films, which focuses on a framework of encounter and liveliness, this first section proposes the lens of taxidermy to explain their persistent elements of mourning and loss. The second section zooms in on Kedi’s own articulation of these themes, putting the analytical lens of taxidermy to use. Using ecological studies to recontextualize moments in the film, it compares Kedi to other strains of discourse surrounding stray cats in Istanbul. I conclude that Kedi functions less as a holistic statement about human/animal relations than as a document of the incommensurable anxieties, fantasies, and desires of a world on the precipice of massive ecological calamity.


Zoom out: ecocinema, multispecies documentaries, and loss

The July 1975 edition of Bioscience, a peer-reviewed journal put out by the American Institute of Biological Sciences, contains a one-page entry titled “Ecocinema: A Plan for Preserving Nature.”4 Originally written in 1966 by Roger C. Anderson for his university newspaper, this brief essay responds to the ongoing public debates surrounding pollution and deforestation, which led to the eventual establishment and reinforcement of the Environmental Protection Agency in the 1960s and 1970s. Written as a satire, Anderson offers a facetious solution to the problems of degraded natural environments and species loss. In addition to the wide-scale preservation of animals in formaldehyde, he proposes: “I would have motion pictures taken of all-natural communities with close-up sequences of individual plants and animals in them.” He goes on to describe how these films would then be screened in special theaters created to saturate the viewers’ senses, including not only audio and images but also manufactured scents to reproduce the smells of flowers, treadmills to amplify spectators’ sense of movement, climate control to mimic different atmospheres, a variety of props to simulate streams and leaves underfoot, and an electronically produced echo system that would carry viewers voices back to them. The goal would be to reproduce the experience of nature in all its particulars, immersive down to the last detail. This new media form would quell the concerns of even the most ardent nature lovers while permitting urbanization and industry to progress without worry. Anderson concludes his biting satire by claiming that it would allow humanity to “proceed to make a pestiferous nature a habitat fit for creation’s most noble animal.” His title for this fictional method of preservation is “ecocinema.”5

Within the context of film studies, the term “ecocinema” no longer carries such associations even as the issues that drove Anderson—persistent deforestation, rising extinction rates, and anthropogenic effects on climate—have all ratcheted up exponentially. Ecocinema is an amorphous and contested term that describes works that varyingly portray ecological subject matters, connect viewers more deeply with natural phenomena, advocate environmental activism, or embody a materialist ecological approach to filming. Some essential texts in this scholarly debate include David Ingram’s Green Screen: Environmentalism and Hollywood Cinema, which studies the environmental politics of nature in Hollywood films; Scott MacDonald’s The Garden in the Machine, which posits experimental landscape films as an outgrowth of American nature painting; and the anthology Ecocinema Theory and Practice, which works to expand the definition of ecocinema as a framework for analyzing the ecological impact of nearly any film.6 From these various vantage points, ecocinema scholarship works to position the moving image as a crucial node in the multifaceted relationship between nature and culture and as a means of expanding human attention and care to natural phenomena

A central topic in this conversation is the cinematic depiction of animals. Throughout film history, animals have been subjects of fascination and prime attractions for movie-going audiences.7 From the earliest safari travelogues to the most recent PBS wildlife series, filmmakers have used animal images to navigate differing relationships with the environment, embodying ideologically-charged notions such as “the circle of life” or “survival of the fittest” in their depictions.8 In our current era of climate change, new articulations of this relationship have emerged in a group of animal documentaries that define themselves against the tropes of past animal films, especially the infantilizing anthropomorphism of those produced by Disney. These films have their roots in posthumanist scholarship and the anthropological fieldwork practices that Eben Kirksey and Stefan Helmreich call “multispecies ethnography.”9 Faye Ginsburg identifies Illisa Barbash and Lucien Castaing-Taylor’s 2009 film Sweetgrass as an inaugural work for the genre, which established the shared goal of operating “beyond the discursive and the anthropocentric.”10 In addition to Sweetgrass, other prominent examples include those listed in the introduction: Nénette, Leviathan, Bestiaire, and Kedi. Academics and critics alike have praised multispecies documentaries for reasserting the alienness of animals as onscreen subjects, who do not have transparent motivations or plotlines that recognizably mirror our own. These commentators often focus on the indexical capacities of the moving image apparatus, which the filmmakers use to capture or simulate nonhuman experiences through cameras attached to animals, extensive use of long-takes, or camera movements that approximate nonhuman points of view. Cumulatively, this critical response describes film and video as creating portals into the sensory experiences of a non-narrative, nonhuman, natural world. As Laura McMahon and Michael Lawrence write of Nénette, such films are thought to display “a particular attentiveness to animal life that opens to more fluid, dynamic modes of cross-species relationality.”11 By breaking out of the narrative strictures guiding past animal representations and innovatively immersing viewers in the lives of animals, these multispecies documentaries are archetypal examples of ecocinema’s entryway into the world beyond the human.

The interest in ecocinema and multispecies documentary as immersive encounters with nonhuman nature leads back to Anderson’s original concerns when coining the term “ecocinema.” Chris Tong suggests that one might even read contemporary ecocinema scholarship as sincerely pursuing what Anderson sarcastically proposed in the 1960s.12 There are certainly some striking overlaps. In Scott MacDonald’s foundational 2004 essay “Toward an Eco-Cinema,” he mirrors Anderson when he writes: “If we cannot halt the decay and transformation of the natural world or of cinema, we can certainly honor those dimensions of what is disappearing around us that we would preserve if we could, and we can hope that by valuing what seems on the verge of utter demise, we can hold onto it longer than may seem possible.”13 Here, as in Anderson’s writing, ecocinema supplies a means of preservation in the face of extinction and habitat destruction. Inevitable disappearance is a common theme in these films. Multispecies documentarians often choose to train their cameras on vanishing animals, threatened environments, or rapidly changing human/nature relationships, such as Sweetgrass’ depiction of Montana’s last sheepherders, Leviathan’s focus on the dying fishing industry in New Bedford, Massachusetts, Nénette’s depiction of an aging orangutan at the end of her life in the Jardin des Plantes in Paris, or Kedi’s threatened community of stray cats and the people who love them.
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