Directors regularly cast characters, stage scenes, and rearrange chronology in feature films. But these techniques are used in documentaries as well.  

Reporter Lisa Joy examines the blurring line between fact and fiction in documentary films. 

So I left behind the places of my youth, my friends would forget me with time...(fade) 
Twilight Men was intended to be a documentary.  It chronicles the holy pilgrimage of Kalu Baba, a real religious seeker in India.  It is an independent production directed by the Oscar nominated documentary filmmaker of Genghis Blues, Roco Belic.  But that’s where it’s similarity to documentaries ends.

Only my mother, though they would tell her I was dead, she would remember me everyday, as she touched the river that I once swam. (begin fade) 

These words, supposedly spoken by Kalu Baba, are actually scripted lines read by an actor.  Scenes of Kalu Baba’s mother working in the river are really shots of a random Indian woman cleaning her dishes.  Artifice abounds in Twilight Men.  Every major plot point and every character’s epiphany is scripted or plotted.  

Belic says the film gradually evolved into a hybrid film, a mix of fact and fiction.  

Rather than feeling like we had to document or tell a factual account of what happened in India, we were free to explore the potential of a narrative story taking place in the settings where we were and  among the people we were with… (25)

Belic’s film is an extreme example.  Some documentary filmmakers stick to faithfully recording events without manipulating the facts.  Yet, many directors do use artifice.  This artifice can range from subtle manipulations like editing and re-arranging scenes to more extreme measures including inventing and scripting whole plot points from scratch.

American University documentary film professor Patricia Aufderheide observes that this is not a new practice.  She alludes to the classic 1922 documentary, Nanook of the north

Robert Flarety went to the arctic and he did live with these Innuit for years and in the process he  found three people who weren’t related to each other, the mom, the dad and the kid,  turned them all into a  nuclear family for the purpose of the film, renamed the father, Nanook, his name wasn’t Nanook, and put them in situations that they actually wouldn’t be in. 

Professor Aufderheide says this artifice helped recreate the reality of the lives of the Innuit.

But some directors don’t limit themselves to restaging reality - they create and act out original scenes.  No one does this with more aplomb than Werner Herzog the documentary filmmaker famous for his collaborations with actor Klaus Kinski.  Herzog says artifice enhances his films’ artistic value.  In Grizzlyman, he chronicles the life and death of Timothy Treadwell, an activist for grizzly bears.  Here, a helicopter pilot circles the site of Treadwell’s death and sings along to the radio.  

Grizzly man music… and Treadwell is gone… (fade in)

Herzog brags that he instructed the pilot to sing the song and changed the last lyrics to “Treadwell is gone”.  He says techniques like this help his films convey a more profound truth:

Facts are something very superficial and they ultimately get the accountant’s truth.  So there is the accountant’s truth and there is something much deeper. 
He calls this deeper truth “the ecstatic truth”.  Like Picasso who said, “art is a lie that tells the truth,” Herzog believes that artifice can help convey subtleties and genuine emotions that cannot be expressed through mere factual documentation.  

Twilight Men’s Belic thinks audiences are extremely receptive to this type of film:

People are desiring something different from standard Hollywood fare and also something different from standard PBS documentaries…
Artifice can infuse films with soaring climaxes, stirring monologues, and breathtaking action.  Catherine Hardwick wanted to harness this potential in her feature film, “Lords of Dogtown.”  Here, Hardwick re-enacted events that could only be described in Stacey Peralta’s popular skateboarder* documentary, “Dogtown-and Z Boys”:

The documentary Stacey made is talking about events that happened thirty years before…the documentary was not filmed while the events were unfolding so mostly in Dogtown and Z-Boys you see guys in their 40s talking about what they did as teenagers… So in the feature film, we tried to just put you right in there in ways that he could never do in his documentary because he was living it, not documenting it at the time.  
While artifice is a natural part of fictional films, its place in documentaries is more controversial.  For many filmmakers and viewers, just the term “documentary” sets up the expectation that the film will present events with little or no manipulation.  

Henry Alex Rubin co-directed “Murderball,” a movie about quadriplegic rugby players.  Though Rubin and his partner staged several incidental scenes, Rubin thinks that, with documentaries, the less artifice the better:

When you have a great moment in a documentary its more gripping and more moving, it’s more everything than in a fiction film. Cuz when I’m watching a fiction film I always know its fake.  
But in documentaries, it’s not so easy to know what’s real and what’s fake.  

What some directors call ecstatic truth, others call factual perversion.  What some laud as the emergence of a new hybrid art form, others lament as a betrayal of the traditional factual documentary.  
Whatever your take, the rash of these films seems to indicate that though truth may be stranger than fiction, the strangest thing may be how indistinguishable the two have become.  

For NPR’s intern edition, I’m Lisa Joy.

