The Contexts of the Film

The film was directed by Asif Kapadia,
who also directed the documentary
Senna. Amy had the same production
team as Senna, including archive
producer, Paul Bell and editor, Chris
King. It was Kapadia’s success with
Senna that led Amy’s record label,
Universal, to approach him about the
Amy documentary. Amy was made on
a budget of £3.4 million and grossed
$22 million worldwide.

Amy premiered at Cannes in 2015, in
2016 it won a BAFTA and an Oscar
for best documentary film. The films
musical soundtrack was released as an
album, it is a combination of
Winehouse’s music and Antonio
Pinto’s film score.

Documentary and Digital
Technology

The argument regarding digital
technology and documentary is how
objective can it be. Direct Cinema has
the belief that the camera tells the truth

and can therefore guarantee objectivity.

However, with digital photography
Images can be easily manipulated,
bringing into question the legitimacy
of what we are seeing. In regard to
Amy the real footage created for the
documentary are the aerial shots of
London. Everything else is archive
footage which has been carefully
selected and positioned.

Themes
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Aesthetics: Kapadia uses a style called ‘True
Fiction” he went against the conventional
“Voice of God’ narration and staged interviews.
Instead he interviewed 100s of people who
were in Amy’s life both personally and
professionally in order to develop an insight
into her troubled life. The purpose was to make
the subject feel more real and having a “voice
of god’ style narrator puts the filmmaker as the
central figure, Kapadia wanted Amy to be the
focus.

The difficulty of using archive footage was
how to build the narrative. Amy’s songs were
used as the backbone of the film, the lyrics to
each song mirrored a point in her life; each
song has the narrative built around the meaning
of it. In this way Amy herself was able to have
her voice in the film, she effectively wrote it.

Due to the lack of video footage, Kapadia
decided to include a number of still images of
Amy, from both personal collections,
promotional material and the paparazzi. These
photographs provided a personal interaction
with Amy as she is directly looking into the
camera and therefore gazing directly at the
audience. This intimate gaze is also present in
the home video footage that was provided by
some of her closest friends. These videos allow
the audience to view Amy through the lens of
some of the closest people in her life and have
her gaze back at us with the same level of
intimacy.

Kapadia is not the central focus in his
documentary, he removes himself from the
film, he does not put his own subjective stance
on the film, instead the spectator is allowed to
build their own response without being told
what to think or how to feel.

Representation: The film gives a more realistic
representation of Amy Winehouse than the media ever
portrayed her to be. Through using footage from her
loved ones as well as live performances and media
coverage, the documentary gives a more rounded
representation of her. She is represented as someone
battling her own demons and who fears fame, in her
own words, a young Amy states “I don’t think I am
going to be at all famous. I don’t think I could handle
it. I would go mad.” The film starts with her as an
innocent 14-year-old singing happy birthday to her
friend. We glimpse her as a besotted girlfriend and
wife to Blake who funded his crack cocaine and heroin
addiction, herself then becoming addicted. The film
doesn’t hide from her drug and alcohol addiction, it
features images of her and Blake bandaged and
bloodied after falling off the wagon. It also showcases
her talent through live performances and studio
recordings. One of the most honest moments is when
Amy is duetting with her idol Tony Bennet, her clear
nerves and frustration present her as a vulnerable, star
struck young woman. Although the film is not related
the videos and images are all selected to create a
particular representation of Amy. The final scenes of
her being carried away in a body bag and her funeral
provides a clear message that her life was tragic, and
many factors impacted this final outcome.

The representation of Mitchell Winehouse caused him
to unsuccessfully demand the film be re-edited.
Mitchell is represented as someone more concerned
with his daughter’s success than her welfare. He is
also significantly absent in her early life, one of the
reasons Amy blames for her childhood depression and
addiction. Mitch turns up near the end of the film
when Amy is in St Lucia, he is criticised for turning up
with a film crew and invading his daughter’s private
holiday.

Blake Fielder-Civil (Amy’s ex-husband) is represented
as the catalyst for her drug addiction. He is also
represented as someone who uses Amy’s fame and
money to fund his own habits. In one scene of him in a
bar surrounded by drinks he says, “Who’s paying for
this, I’'m broke?” when a person off camera replies
“Amy” Blake responds with “Can we get a bottle of
Dom Perignon?”. Blake’s arrest is also selected in the
documentary as well as images of them taking drugs
together. This positions the audience to view him as a
negative influence.
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Assessment Question:

What techniques are used to create the observational style of documentary and how
does this help to create an objective reading?
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/Assessment Question:

How is the spectator positioned to view Mitchell Winehouse and Blake Fielder?
How have these representations been constructed using editing choices?
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