
Pursuit of True Truth: 
Authenticity through Misconception in Symbiopsychotaxiplasm 

 The question that has always plagued documentary films, and their creators, since the 

conception of this art form is whether what they portray on screen is genuine. Very much like 

newspapers or journal articles, documentaries have been socially understood to be factually 

accurate. However, ever since one of the first feature-length documentaries, Nanook of the North, 

unapologetically mixed fiction and reality, people in power have been caught lying, and distrust 

for reporters is reached an all-time high; people can no longer discern what, if anything, is real. 

In this post-modern world, the conception of absolute reality is unattainable, yet the documentary 

Symbiopsychotaxiplasm shows how, through misinformation, authenticity can be reached. 

 Philosopher John Milton first expressed this idea of truth from misinformation in 1644. In 

his piece titled Aeropagitica Milton argues how, “Let her (truth) and Falsehood grapple; who 

ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open encounter?” Milton later explains that there 

is “no need to repress “false” ideas because God would eventually reveal the truth 

regardless” (Joo 385). It would later be associated with the American capitalism ideal in Abrams 

v. United States when Justice Holmes wrote, “…the ultimate good desired is better reached by 

free trade in ideas.” While the previous may all be concerning free speech, the documentary 

mentioned above uses the same principles to bring the truth out of their subjects or the audience. 

 As mentioned above, the problem most have with documentaries is that they are not able 

to comb fact from fiction. The filmmakers have been known to use techniques such as framing, 

editing, and narration to covertly, and sometimes explicitly, express their point of view, even if it 

means altering the truth. Michael Moore is infamous for notoriously using all three of the 



aforementioned. Adding to the confusion, films like The Blair Witch Project, which marketing 

campaign relied on exploiting this societal predisposition towards the authority of 

documentaries, further proves how humans will grasp at anything objective. A post-modern 

explanation would be that everyone has their truth, but with such ideas, the audience is left 

unsure if any documentaries are or even can be, genuine; cue William Greaves. 

 The late sixties were hard times for the American people; they were told Vietnam was a 

success, that the president was not a crook, and enemy number one was drugs. These were the 

truths for some, falsehoods for others, and the silent majority did not know what to believe. 

William Greaves was one of the many who entered the media revolution, marked by the now 

called “New Hollywood,” he intended to show the truth and possibly a solution to the spread of 

skepticism. During this time Greaves was the executive producer of Black Journal, the “only 

national television series dealing with African-American life” (Taubin 10). Even though he was 

fascinated by the acting process, and the level of make-believe it involves, he wanted to create 

something real, and hence Symbiopsychotaxiplasm was conceived. 

 The idea of the film was that Greaves was going to be acting as a mediocre and sexist 

director filming a screen test for his “upcoming movie.” Having told the crew to film everything 

they saw, other than the actors, he hoped that, “Rumors of unrest and revolution in the crew 

should develop, should lead to encounters with the director”(Greaves 24) and they did. In a white 

room, the small crew shot "take X-1” unbeknownst to the director who in the sixties would not 

have been able to watch the footage until it was developed after production, a process that also 

relieved the crew from any immediate repercussions. The crew discusses how “here is an open-

ended film with no plot that we can see, with no end that we can see, and an action we can’t 



follow” (Greaves, DVD). Other than discussing ways to better the film they debate whether the 

transgression is part of the film or not. They talk about different levels of reality and if the act of 

discussing their current debate is in and of itself is genuine and or not. One of them claims the 

preceding discussion is useless and adds, “For all anybody knows, you know, Bill is standing 

right outside this door. And he’s directing this whole scene. Nobody knows, maybe we are all 

acting.” The scene ends with a crew member asking, “You believe in God after all?”(Greaves, 

DVD) 

 Their debate is channeling the discussions that most people have when dissecting 

documentaries and even life itself at an existential level. This was precisely what Greaves was 

going for, a genuine conversation even if it was on camera. One cannot claim it is fictitious, for 

even the same subjects are unsure of the validity of their current reality and that is the 

indisputable truth. This is parallel to the philosophical arguments about free will and all its 

positions. Greaves knew that such discussions could only be reached through conflict, a conflict 

derived from the falsehood of the character he plays. 

 Symbiopsychotaxiplasm achieves veracity in a way most documentaries fail to do. The 

problem of the latter is that the director, editor, or producer presents his or her point of view as 

the truth. The issue is that it is their truth, especially in a post-modern world, is as valid as any 

complementary or conflicting truth. Greaves admits having a perspective in the sequel to the 

movie; he tells Steve Buscemi how the first film was meant to be about the conflict in Vietnam 

and ways to reach a solution. The end-game was to show that with conflict (a mediocre movie), 

the people (crew) have to unite and take on the establishment (director). However, Greaves knew 

that he would not be able to impose his beliefs and still have a genuine reaction, this evident by 



his production notes where he wrote, “The film must be simplicity itself. It should be made 

effortlessly, no pain, no strain, no forcing symbolism, etc… And yet the film is a series of 

analogies, metaphors, similes” (Grieves 1). What also makes the film genuine is that all the 

elements he describes, as he predicted, happen organically. The film could easily be a metaphor 

for Vietnam and Greaves a simile of Nixon.  

 Greaves, however, does succumb to that disposition of the auteur trying to get his point 

across, an action that only further validates the film. Unaware that the “X” shots are happening, 

and probably frustrated that the crew is merely making light criticism he pushes them and finally 

admits, “…this sort of palace revolt which is taking place, is not dissimilar to the revolution 

that’s taking place let’s say in America…In a sense I represent the establishment” (Greaves, 

DVD). Greaves has become part of the process, a process that cannot be faked, as proven by the 

film’s sequel. In Symbiopsychotaxiplasm Take 2 1/2 a crew that has seen the original film is 

subjected to the same conditions, but this time asked to react to Greaves’ bad directing. As the 

team explains, this can longer be achieved since the gimmick has been exposed. The most 

legitimacy that can be produced is the discussion itself of how such a debate is unattainable and 

no longer organic. The sequel itself is a statement by Greaves on how a genuine documentary 

cannot be orchestrated. 

 “The film is Jazz! It is improvisation,” (23) Greaves wrote in his production notes. The 

final edit of the film includes things that may have happened naturally, yet are still consequences 

of previous actions, like the actor who, unbeknownst that he is being filmed, gossips about his 

annoying co-star. Similarly, he includes Victor a homeless rambling man and product of society 

who crashes the film set, an improvisation of life as Victor himself claims. He signs his release 



on camera, goes on to represent and sermonize everything that Greaves wanted, and the film 

ends with a score featuring Miles Davis. 

 The struggle of the contemporary person, at its very essence, has always been to create an 

objective reality around him or her and to hold on to it for dear life. This filmmaker has pulled 

the curtain on objectivity and showed the reality of a post-modern world, where accepting a lack 

of objectivity, as it were, is the best one can accomplish. While the idea might not have been 

Greave’s conception, he did verify a way for truth to be achieved, through misinformation. It 

may seem counterintuitive, but one cannot discredit the veracity of what they have provided 

since he questions it himself. Instead, the truth is exposed as a subjective ideal created inside of 

every viewer, director, or disgruntled film crew’s mind.  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