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THE ENVIRONMENT AS A CHARACTER IN
CONTEMPORARY GEORGIAN DOCUMENTARY
CINEMA

Tatia Akhalshenashvili

Keywords: contemporary Georgian documentary cinema, environment as a character, space and place, human nature
relationship, social and cultural context, physical and social environment

Contemporary Georgian documentary filmmakers depict the environment in diverse ways and often turn it into a
character. The examples of Salomé Jashi’s Taming the Garden and Luka Beradze’s Smiling Georgia demaonstrate that
the environment in Georgian documentary cinema is not merely a backdrop; rather, it defines the film’s content and
shapes its emotional tone, rhythm, and social context. The article identifies two distinct approaches to transforming
the environment into a character: the first emphasizes the socio-political and historical background through nature
and spatial settings.

The second approach highlights how the environment is reflected in people’s everyday lives, relationships, and
experiences.

Thus, the transformation of the environment into a character in contemporary Georgian documentary cinema
represents a narrative form that helps viewers gain deeper insight into social, ecological, cultural, historical, and

political issues.

ocumentary cinema has always responded
to events taking place in the world and has
portrayed various problems. It is constantly
developing and adapting to changes in historical,
social, and political processes. One of the main de-
fining factors of these changes is the environment.
The environment is a multifaceted category that in-
cludes physical location, space, the passage of time,
social relations, and ongoing historical processes.
Precisely because of this diversity, in contempo-
rary documentary cinema the environment often be-
comes an active character that shapes the direction
of the narrative. Bill Nichols writes that “Documen-
taries, then, offer aural and visual representations
of some part of the historical world. They stand for
or represent the views of individuals, groups, and
institutions. They also convey impressions, make

1 NICHOLS B., Introduction, p. 31.

proposals, tell stories, mount arguments, or offer
perspectives of their own, setting out to persuade
us to accept their views”.!

While in classical documentary cinema the en-
vironment often served merely as a background, or
was not examined in depth at all, in contemporary
practice it has become an active part whose char-
acteristics determine the development of the plot.

This is where the central question arises: can we
consider the environment not merely as a condition,
but as a character that itself shapes the direction
of the story? But what does the term “environment”
mean, and how can it be understood in contempo-
rary documentary cinema? The aim of this article is
to analyze how the environment functions in con-
temporary Georgian documentary cinema and by
what means it becomes an active character.
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For this purpose, | have chosen to focus on two
contemporary works: Salomé Jashi’s Taming the
Garden and Luka Beradze’s Smiling Georgia.

Although both films are based on the observa-
tional method, they differ from each other in both
ideological and structural terms, and they present
the significance of the environment in different wa
ys.

The American writer Barry Lopez distinguishes
two main types of environment: “Outer landscape —
everything we see around us in nature or in the city:
place, nature, animals, climate, light, and colors.
Inner landscape — the psychological and emotional
world of the human being“?

This approach allows us to perceive the environ-
ment not only as a physical space, but also as a part
of human experience. Such a deeper understanding
creates a connection with the theories of other au-
thors as well.?

The philosopher Bruce Janz writes that “place”
has become an important topic of research in many
different fields because it gives us access to expe-
riences that would otherwise remain unnoticed or
inaccessible.

Place resists overly simplified and limited the-
ories and reminds us that the world cannot be ex-
plained solely through cause-and-effect logic; it
requires us to look from other perspectives as well
. Janz examines the relationship
between people and place in a cultural-philosophi-
cal context and identifies five reasons why “place”
matters. These reasons show that “place” brings to-
gether aspects of human experience that usually do
not fit together or are difficult to unify:

Place can become a space of resistance, where

people express their own voice.

Place connects different perspectives and breaks

down boundaries.

It shows how a particular example can become

part of a larger, general idea.

Place restores the sense of the uniqueness of the

world.

Place integrates aspects of experience that usu-

ally appear separately.

BUELL L., The Environmental, p. 83
JANZ, SCHLITTE, Place, 2018, p. 36.
SEAMON D., Life, p. 20

GRIERSON J., GRIERSON, p. 102
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This view offers a possibility for documentary
film analysis and demonstrates that “place” unites
social, cultural, and emotional experiences within a
shared space.

It is precisely in this context that we can analyze
how John Grierson, in his work First Principles of
Documentary, characterizes two types of documen-
tary films. According to Grierson, there are two main
ways in documentary cinema: The first: the plot de-
velops around the story of a central protagonist, and
through their actions the environment is revealed
something clearly seen in Flaherty’s Nanook of the
North.

The second: the environment itself becomes the
main “character,” while the individual’s story moves
into the background as a part of the city which is
well reflected in Berlin: Symphony of a Great City.’

Grierson’s perspective allows us to connect
different methods in contemporary Georgian doc-
umentary cinema. In such cases, the environment
may become the primary “character,” while the in-
dividual story becomes only one component, since
personal experience alone often cannot reflect wid-
er social processes. Thus, a film can show not only
the lives of separate individuals, but the entire so-
ciety as well.

Salomé Jashi’s Taming the Garden presents the
confrontation between humans and nature. The film
depicts how centuries old and rare trees are cut, up-
rooted, and transported, either by sea or by land, to
be replanted in a private park. The director visually
emphasizes the grandeur of nature, where, beside
massive trees, human figures and machinery appear
almost insignificantly small in scale. Through this
contrast, the viewer perceives both the power and
beauty of nature and the threat that humans impose
upon it. The director reflects ecological, social, and
political processes occurring in the country. Through
the environment specifically nature the film con-
structs a portrait of the population and the nation
as a whole.

Taming the Garden most closely aligns with the
first, third, and fourth reasons described by Bruce
Janz. The environment becomes a space of tension
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a point of conflict between nature, humans, pow-
er, and social problems. In Luka Beradze’s Smiling
Georgia, the environment is more multilayered. It
is shaped not only through landscape, but through
the social relations of the population, the passage
of time, and the emotional-inner atmosphere of ev-
eryday life. Thus, whereas in Taming the Garden the
environment becomes a character through nature,
space, and living habitat, in Smiling Georgia it ap-
pears through daily routines, social interactions, and
human presence. In this sense, the environment in
Smiling Georgia is not merely a physical or social
setting it becomes an active narrative element.

According to Bruce Janz’s perspective, the film
reflects the following points: the environment uni-
fies village life, daily human experience, social re-
lationships, cultural events, collective viewpoints,
and brings together diverse forms of lived experi-
ence. The camera presents the environment where
multiple stories merge into one another. It creates
a kind of mosaic by uniting human presence, the
flow of time, and political events. This multilayered
image shows that documentary cinema is not only
the narration of individual stories, but also a way of
perceiving space and environment.

In Taming the Garden, in order to convey the
perception of environment and emotion, the director
uses static wide shots and long takes.

Even when people are working or talking in the
frame, the camera remains in wide framing.

In each shot, the physical environment is clearly
readable, and this visual approach expresses their
social condition.

The long take in cinema allows the viewer to feel
the flow of time and space.

It creates a sense of calmness, acts meditative-
ly, and at the same time encourages reflection and
critical perception.

The viewer is given the opportunity to determine
the meaning of the frame independently, to notice
parallel actions, and to understand the geographical
context.

| want to draw attention to the scenes in which
characters speak their voices are heard from a dis-
tance and blend with the environment.

Through this method, the director shifts the audi-

6 VAN EENOQO, Storytelling, 2018, p. 18.
7 WAHLBERG M., Documentary, p. 25

ence’s focus entirely onto the environment.

It emphasizes that events and surroundings are
integrated and inseparable from each other.

The film mainly uses wide shots, which creates a
sense of distance and gives the viewer the position
of an outside observer an impression of non-inter-
ference.

This visual solution turns the film into a politi-
cally allegorical message, where problems are pre-
sented in a generalized and wider context.

A documentary film is not limited to visual de-
scription alone.

"Images can be self-sufficient in their meaning.
They create connections with other times, other
places, other people, or other ideas. Here, there is
an obvious parallel with metaphors in poetry“®

In Luka Beradze’s Smiling Georgia, close-up
shots are used, which intensify the viewer’s sense
of involvement.

Time plays a crucial role in the film. Through ed-
iting, by shifting from past to present, the director
shows how time passes in the village, and the view-
er becomes a witness not only to the preparation for
the election campaign, but also to its completion.

When the characters share their stories, we of-
ten see the key environment in which they live and
coexist. This emphasizes their condition and every-
day experiences.

While Jashi presents a distanced observer
through minimal editing and static frames Beridze
introduces the viewer to the characters from the
very beginning: their problems, their presence, and
only afterwards moves to the processes occurring
around them.

Malin Wahlberg writes: "in cinema, time does
not exist by itself; we create its perception when
we connect events and rhythms with one another“’

If in Taming the Garden the director uses editing
to show the environment as a continuous, unified
process, in Smiling Georgia the environment func-
tions through parallel montage and events.

In Taming the Garden, the physical environment
stands as the main character.

In Smiling Georgia, the environment functions
more as a social context.
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Both authors intentionally use visual strategies
to construct different observational positions.

Beridze and Jashi present environment and
characters through different approaches, yet both
demonstrate that place is not merely a physical con-
text.

"Place is not simply where “l am,” but where I
act.” The environment is not a “given”; it is always
part of an open, continuous process. In this sense, it
can be understood as “events.”®

In both cases, the environment becomes a means
for the viewer to perceive their own story and chal-
lenges.

A documentary film does not show only external
facts; it reveals people’s inner feelings and experi-
ences, which are often difficult to notice in everyday
life. As an active character, the environment shows
not only what happens, but also how it reflects upon
us and how we respond to it.

Regarding documentary cinema, there have al-
ways been differing perspectives among scholars.
For example, Michael Renov argues that a "docu-
mentary film is always balanced between truth and
interpretation, reality and style, and it is precisely
this balance that gives it strength and depth“?

Angela J. Aguayo, in her dissertation, notes that:
"watching a documentary film is a multilayered,
sometimes conflictual space of desire, which moves
between consciousness and the imagined represen-
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