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Abstract:)

Stories are complicated to define but are undoubtedly important in contributing to the 

success of natural history films. Strong narratives not only affect viewer engagement 

with documentaries but have also been shown to positively impact the educational 

qualities of a film, with important implications for science communication. This thesis 

aims to characterise effective storytelling and to scrutinise the performance of highly 

acclaimed documentaries in this area. In this investigation, an element receiving 

particular focus is a set of criteria put forth by Andrew Stanton, filmmaker and writer 

behind the stories of several well-known Pixar films. Stanton’s criteria for successful 

and engaging stories are used to analyse the storytelling in five natural history films: 

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One, Green, Chimpanzee, My Life as a Turkey and my 

own film, A Beetle Abroad. This study found that these documentaries performed 

strongly in terms of their stories according to Stanton’s criteria. 
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Chapter)One:)Introduction)

 

The field of science communication today has many challenges to overcome. The 

world faces intensifying environmental and humanitarian issues (Argyrou 2005), and 

science communication is theoretically one way to catalyse solutions. One approach 

popular with social scientists, which has the backing of several decades of research, is 

the conceptualising of science communication as an audience-based paradigm (Nisbet 

2008). That is, the framing of science should take into account a target audience’s 

personal influential factors e.g. value-systems, personal experiences, religious beliefs 

etc. (Nisbet 2008). Arguably, storytelling conforms to this audience-based paradigm 

and is an ideal way to communicate science. I tend to envisage the process and 

function of a story as beginning at a train platform. Any viewer can bring along their 

baggage – cultural biases, political preferences and personal experiences – and get on-

board the story train. Everyone who embarks on the story’s journey sits on the same 

train and is shown the same passing scenery, but every individual will focus on 

different things and form their own experience. In this way, stories do not tell an 

audience what to think in the way a stated fact does. They present characters, ideas 

and plots, albeit in a biased manner, and each viewer will take what they will from the 

journey. Hopefully, during a journey that is largely personally shaped, a viewer might 

be receptive to some environmental messages. 

 

All known human cultures have a concept of, and use, storytelling (Brown 1991). 

There is scientific evidence that our brains are wired to engage with stories (Haven 

2007). For instance, human brains behave dynamically when absorbing a story; 

compared to when undecorated information is presented to someone in a matter of 

fact manner e.g. bullet points, different regions of the brain become active with 

exposure to various stimuli within a narrative (Lacey et al. 2012). People have the 

remarkable ability to recall information when woven into their memory via stories, an 

ancient practise later termed by science as the Method of Loci (Bower 1970). 

Storytelling permeates the way we think to the core – it is an almost inescapable part 

of being human (Haven 2007). Story is the inspiration for this thesis. 
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Definitions,)thesis)aims)and)outline)

Terms that are used frequently throughout this thesis require definition. The words 

‘story’, ‘narrative’ and ‘storytelling’ are used interchangeably, although some people 

e.g. Haven (2007), use these words for quite different purposes. As to the definition of 

story, a majority of the Introduction addresses this issue in the section ‘Defining 

Story: A review of relevant literature’.  

 

The thesis question includes the term ‘natural history films’. The phrase has been in 

frequent use in the United Kingdom and the United States since 1913 (Bousé 1998). 

These films “…constitute the main medium through which a series of pictures, 

sounds, sources and information about the natural environment are transformed into 

pedagogic discourse” (Barbas et al. 2009, p. 61). Natural history films fall under the 

banner of documentary. “The term ‘documentary’ was apparently first coined in 1926 

by … John Grierson” (Kilborn and Izod 1997, p. 12). Natural history films walk the 

line between education and entertainment (Dingwall & Aldridge 2006). Defining this 

genre, as with all categories of television, is not entirely straightforward and many 

incidences of genre crossover exist (Keane & Moran 2008). However, natural history 

films do have several defining characteristics. Research by Dingwall and Aldridge 

(2006) has shown that within the natural history film genre, two subgenres exist: 

‘blue-chip’ and ‘presenter-led’ programs. Blue-chip documentaries are generally of 

higher production value than presenter-led films, concerned with large charismatic 

animals, include a dominant storyline, mainly lack the presence of people, and depict 

pristine environments (Bousé 2000). Presenter-led natural history films are 

characterised by having smaller budgets, a heavier focus upon people and their 

interaction with nature, a more volatile quality to their editing style, a comparatively 

adventurous flavour and faster production times than blue-chip films (Bousé 2000). 

Despite these differences, both subgenres comprise the genre of natural history films 

(Dingwall & Aldridge 2006) and films of both types are analysed in this thesis. The 

following are working criteria that I formulated to define natural history films in this 

study. 
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Table 1.1: A custom set of criteria I compiled that define natural history films. 

 

The ultimate goal of this thesis is to review and discuss existing definitions of story, 

before gauging how successfully some highly acclaimed natural history films 

achieved their storytelling when scrutinised against a set of story criteria. This is 

achieved in three main steps. Firstly, significant literature pertaining to defining story 

is reviewed. Several opposing viewpoints are examined in detail and different 

arguments outlined. Story theory is a field that interestingly bridges many domains: 

literary studies, anthropology, psychology, neurology, philosophy, archaeology, 

history and more. For this reason, a varied selection of relevant literature is discussed. 

Secondly, using a set of consistent criteria, four highly acclaimed natural history films 

and additionally my own documentary A Beetle Abroad are scrutinised and analysed 

in terms of their storytelling. The rationale behind the film choices is outlined in the 

methodology chapter. Thirdly, the five documentaries are compared and contrasted in 

terms of their stories in the Discussion section. Furthermore, my documentary A 

Beetle Abroad is discussed including the film’s links with this written thesis. My own 

storytelling is reflected upon. 

 

Science)communication)and)storytelling)in)natural)history)films)

Science communication has been an integral part of natural history films since their 

conception in 1953 (Davies 1998). There are many elements that contribute to the 

success of a film’s ability to engage an audience, and storytelling is an important 

factor (Bernard 2011). If any science is to be communicated, engagement with the 

film in some way is required. A recently produced model by Osseweijer (2006) 

explains the process of effective science communication. 

 

Specifications for the natural history film genre 

The film must show real events or depict plausible events that are heavily 

influenced by real occurrences or characters. 

The film must focus predominantly upon animals and nature rather than the 

people who may appear in the program. 

The film must communicate scientific or natural history content. 



 4 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: A model illustrating the science communication process by Osseweijer 

(2006). 

According to Fig. 1.1, entertainment is the first of four steps prior to reaching the goal 

of many natural history films: education. Entertainment is increasingly becoming a 

major prerogative of documentary production companies in many countries (Corner 

2002). Following sufficient entertainment, interest is achieved, if the story is well 

executed (León 1998). Thereafter, emotional impacts of the film should ideally be 

operating. A study by LaMarre and Landreville (2009) found results that suggest 

“…documentaries have the power to evoke just as much, and sometimes more, 

emotion than a fictional portrayal of an event” (LaMarre & Landreville 2009, p. 550). 

Story is a factor that contributes to an emotional connection with a natural history 

film (Hunter 2012). According to Osseweijer (2006), emotional effects of a film 

should lead to involvement. In a study by Furnham and Price (2006), it was found that 

viewers watching documentaries experienced high cognitive impact which was 

described as one type of involvement.  Once a viewer is involved in a natural history 

film, education should be the final step / result. Multiple studies have confirmed that 

the viewing of science and nature documentaries holds educational benefits for 

viewers (Dhingra 2003; Barbas et al. 2009; Young Kim et al. 2014). As these studies 

cumulatively demonstrate, storytelling in natural history films is a critical enabler of 

science communication. The ways in which the factor of story is employed in natural 

history films in order to communicate science is the focus of this thesis. 

 

Entertainment Emotion Education 

Interest Involvement 
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Defining)story:)a)review)of)relevant)literature)

The way that people think about and define story shifts over time (Ryan 2003). To 

define what is and is not a story is a complex endeavour. Psychology has shown that 

people find it easier to see similarities between groups than differences (McKusick 

1969). When considering definitions of story, we can borrow notions from taxonomy, 

i.e. “the branch of biology concerned with the classification of organisms into groups 

based on similarities of structure, origin, etc.” (Collins Dictionary [Online] 2014). 

Some taxonomists have a ‘splitter’ tendency and would opt for a greater number of 

more precise groups, whilst ‘lumpers’ prefer fewer, larger categories (Womble 1951). 

It is a trade-off between having fewer, large groups that are more arbitrary in their 

usefulness, and the specificity of more, smaller groups with undesirable exceptions to 

the rule. Those who work to define story undergo a similar process to taxonomists – 

they aim to distinguish what is and is not a story based on the qualities of the text, and 

in some cases, how narratives are received by users. Story or narrative theorists have 

a variety of ideas regarding how precise or inclusive to be in differentiating story. 

Many useful and well-renowned definitions of story exist. 

 

It should be noted that there is such a vast amount of discourse surrounding story, and 

so many different terms in use, that this study area can at times be lacking in clarity. 

The importance of scrutinising story lies in the relative accuracy and usefulness of the 

definition. The following are several definitions of story, formulated by a range of 

individuals. Each reaches conclusions about the bones of what makes a story, but each 

flesh out their concepts with emphasis upon different factors. Paul Ricoeur (1984), an 

historian and psychologist, wrote about seven factors he thought differentiated a story 

from an account of events. 

 

i. Agents (characters) 

ii. Character goals (efforts are motivated by desired end-points) 

iii. Character motives (the rationale driving the actions) 

iv. Contextual circumstances (a moral frame within which the character can be 

understood) 

v. Interactions between characters 

vi. Journey towards meaning and fulfilment over time 
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vii. Responsibility (the characters are accountable for their actions) 

(Ricoeur 1984) 

 

Ricoeur (1984) was particularly focused on the interplay between narrative and time; 

“The world unfolded by every narrative work is always a temporal world” (Ricoeur 

1984, p. 3). However, others view different traits of story with prominence.  

 

Kendall Haven, author of “Story Proof” (2007) holds the element of character to the 

utmost importance. Haven postulates that a story without character falls into one of 

two categories: a narrative, or an information-based article. He defines narrative as 

being a description of plot or events. For information-based articles, he provides the 

examples of data sets or reports. In other words, Haven states that by definition, a 

story must be character-driven. Essentially, most conjecture about story and narrative 

(many use these terms interchangeably) states that the element of character is a 

necessity. Dalkir & Wiseman (2004) emphasise that whilst all stories include 

narratives i.e. a plot, not all narratives can be considered stories. Haven (2007) lists 

the following traits as distinguishing story from other informational accounts. 

 

i. Character 

ii. Intent 

iii. Actions 

iv. Struggles  

v. Details  

 

In contrast to Haven’s characterisation of story using five qualities, Howker (1997) 

postulates that all stories fall under at least one of four categories or story archetypes. 

To a certain degree, Howker (1997) contributes to defining story, although in a far 

less descriptive and detailed way relative to others e.g. Ricoeur (1984). The basic plot 

types Howker (1997) puts forth are: 

 

i. “The Relationship”: a story wherein two strangers meet and the ensuing events 

are influenced by that encounter. 
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ii. “The Invited / Uninvited Guest”: a story when a ‘world norm’  - context and 

established characters - are impacted by the coming of a stranger. 

iii. “The Quest”: a story that is driven by a purposeful journey with a goal. 

iv. “The Trickster”: a story with a different, unspecified form, or a morph of story 

archetypes i – iii.  

(Howker 1997) 

 

In a similar way to Howker (1997), Booker (2006) suggested that seven basic 

archetypes of story exist: 

i. “Overcoming the monster (and the thrilling escape from death)” 

ii. “Rags to riches” 

iii. “The quest” 

iv. “Voyage and return” 

v. “Comedy” 

vi. “Tragedy” 

vii. “Rebirth” 

(Booker 2006) 

 

Chatman (1978) also presented interesting notions of what a story is in his book. His 

well-informed argument draws from Anglo-American notions, Russian formalists and 

French structuralists. One of the ideas Chatman (1978) closely examines is 

structuralist theory by which story can be thought of as a dichotomy of events and 

existents. The events contain all the action and happenings, whilst the existents are 

comprised of characters and settings. Chatman (1978) distils the three defining 

characteristics of story to be: 

i. Events 

ii. Character 

iii. Detail of setting 

(Chatman 1978) 

 

The definitions outlined so far have all attempted to describe what a story is by 

naming discrete features of its form. Others try to define story not only by what it is, 

but also by its effect. In my opinion, this notion has potential issues. To isolate and 
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ascertain someone’s reaction to a story is a more complicated matter than determining 

trends in structure. Irrespectively, it is a viewpoint worth examining. Garro and 

Mattingly (2000) frame their definition of story largely through the lens of story 

effects. 

 

i. Provide a means for understanding or reflecting upon life and experience 

ii. Include human-related action / social interaction 

iii. Contain “causal explanations of events” 

iv. Events are experienced by characters 

v. Provocative and evocative in nature 

vi. Frequently the language is visually oriented 

vii. Elicits an experience in the viewer / reader 

(Garro & Mattingly 2000) 

 

As approximate as Garro & Mattingly (2000) and others have been in their 

characterisations of story, some people argue (e.g. Rudrum 2006) that it is an 

impossible feat to arrive at a definition. Rudrum (2006) argues that the applications 

and forms of narrative / story are too great to attempt to encapsulate in a concise 

definition. He refers to the variety of media through which stories are communicated, 

ranging from mime to music, pictures to film. He also highlights the infinite 

possibilities of story length, uses of narrative, and other changeable properties. In 

summary, he states that he thinks the concept of story is indefinable.  

 

As can be seen from the many different accounts of story demonstrated, it is clear that 

stable common threads and guidelines exist, but there are many variations. Many 

definitions of storytelling are valuable. For the purposes of this thesis, it is necessary 

to select a set of criteria that resonate with other literature, and to utilise those criteria 

to analyse selected natural history films. The chosen criteria were those presented by 

Andrew Stanton at a TED Talk in 2012. Stanton is a filmmaker, writer and director. 

Stanton has co-written the Pixar films: Toy Story, Finding Nemo and WALL-E. During 

the TED talk, Stanton divulges the key factors that he has determined lead to effective 

storytelling. These factors are outlined below. 
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Stanton’s)eight)criteria)for)effective)storytelling)

i. At the outset of the story, a ‘promise’ is presented to the audience and 

delivered on by the completion of the film. For example, the promise may be 

an overarching question that is answered at the closing of the story. 

ii. The notion of “The Unifying Theory of Two Plus Two” (hereafter called the 

UTTPT) states that in some instances the viewer should be encouraged to 

make cognitive leaps between two ‘clues’, rather than directly told the 

‘answer’. Stanton says “Don’t give them four, give them two plus two” 

(Stanton 2012, 07:23 minutes). 

iii. The inclusion of a well-drawn character that has a strong, underlying goal that 

motivates their actions and is just out of reach. The character may not even be 

conscious of their main driving factor. 

iv. The story must always include an element of change, whether that is character, 

plot or other factors. 

v. The story must create both short and long-term anticipation. 

vi. A strong theme must exist in the story e.g. parenthood. 

vii. The story should invoke wonder in some way. 

viii. An effective story should capture a truth with by employing authenticity and 

detail. 

(Stanton 2012) 

 

These eight factors are the criteria used to scrutinise the five documentaries discussed 

in this thesis. 

 

)

)

)

)
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)
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Chapter)Two:)Methodology)

Summary)of)the)films)analysed)

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One (hereafter called KD) is 28:59 minutes in duration 

and was produced by the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). The film follows a 

protagonist, ‘Brolga’, an Australian man who lives in the outback and rescues and 

raises two kangaroo orphans, Ruby and Rex. Brolga teaches the joeys life skills to 

prepare them for their eventual return to the wild. KD won an award at the Jackson 

Hole Wildlife Film Festival in 2013. According to Dingwall and Aldridge’s (2006) 

sub-genres of natural history films, KD can be categorised as presenter-led. 

 

Green 

Green is a film running for 47:45 minutes created by independent filmmaker Patrick 

Rouxel. This documentary follows the emotional story of an orangutan torn from her 

rainforest home and living out her days in a rescue centre before her death. This film 

also provides the background story to the orangutan’s predicament: the deforestation 

of Indonesian forest driven primarily by the palm oil and paper industries. Green won 

an award at the 2010 Wildscreen Film Festival. The film most closely resembles a 

blue-chip film (when choosing between presenter-led and blue-chip), however this 

unusual film lacks narration and does not easily adhere to either category put forth by 

Dingwall and Aldridge (2006). 

 

My Life as a Turkey 

My Life as a Turkey (hereafter called MLAAT) is a 58:46 minute documentary 

produced by America’s Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) and the BBC. The 

presenter, Joe Hutto, becomes the adoptive parent to a group of wild turkey chicks. 

The film follows Joe and his turkeys’ lives, from eggs to fully-fledged adult birds. 

The documentary won awards at the Jackson Hole Wildlife Film Festival in 2013 and 

at Wildscreen Film Festival 2014. Based upon Dingwall and Aldridge’s (2006) sub-

genres of natural history films, MLAAT can be categorised as presenter-led. 
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Chimpanzee 

This film runs at 78 minutes long and was made by Disneynature / Silverback Films. 

The story follows a young chimpanzee named Oscar. He struggles when his mother 

Isha dies, although he still has a wider family group. Oscar eventually forms a new 

and unlikely connection with his group’s alpha male, Freddy. Throughout the film, 

Oscar’s family experiences ongoing rivalry with another group of chimpanzees. 

Chimpanzee won an award at the Jackson Hole Wildlife Film Festival in 2013 and at 

Wildscreen Film Festival in 2014. In accordance with Dingwall and Aldridge’s 

(2006) sub-genres of natural history films, Chimpanzee can be categorised as blue-

chip. 

 

A Beetle Abroad 

Elanor Gale and myself, both student filmmakers, made the 25-minute documentary A 

Beetle Abroad (hereafter called ABA). The documentary focuses on a female dung 

beetle named Delilah. She belongs to an introduced species that has been brought to 

New Zealand to assist in cleaning up the country’s livestock manure problem. The 

story follows her personal quest to find a mate and have a family. On the basis of 

Dingwall and Aldridge’s (2006) sub-genres of natural history films, ABA can be 

categorised as blue-chip. 

 

Justification)for)film)selection)

The selection process was one that first involved creating a pool of potential films. 

Numerous factors had to be demonstrated by each documentary for it to be eligible 

for analysis. Storytelling has changed over time (Kostant 1985), and this thesis is 

primarily concerned with modern storytelling. For this reason, each film was required 

to have been entered in festivals during the time 2010 – 2014 inclusive. The festivals 

needed to be prestigious to ensure that the documentaries could be considered highly 

acclaimed, as specified in the thesis question. For this reason, Wildscreen Film 

Festival and the Jackson Hole Wildlife Film Festival were chosen, as these film 

festivals are regarded as highly prestigious competitive platforms for natural history 

films. By only considering films in these festivals, another factor – language – was 

controlled for. As I am an English speaker with no second languages, I chose to only 

analyse films released in English. In addition to being nominated by these specific 
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festivals, the films must have won an award to be considered in the selection pool. 

The rationale behind this was that the films should be the ‘best of the best’. 

 

The next factor to consider was genre. There are many different film genres (Fischer 

et al. 1995). It is certainly the case that television genres experience crossover (Keane 

& Moran 2008). However, the specific purposes of the thesis called for a strict set of 

characteristics that the chosen films would be required to adhere to. Therefore, the 

specifications outlined in Table 1.1 were used to narrow the potential pool of films to 

be scrutinised. A majority of films in the list at this stage could be comfortably 

categorised as films about nature. However, there were films in the list that did not fit 

comfortably in the natural history film genre. For instance, some fell too extremely 

into the reality television category e.g. Animal Odd Couples. Other films that did not 

conform to the category of interest were those that were heavily animated e.g. Sea 

Rex 3D: Journey to a Prehistoric World. I felt that this feature potentially pushed 

them into a hybrid genre, on the basis that if a film is too heavily animated, it is not 

showing real events, even if it does represent them. Another factor to consider when 

selecting the films for analysis was running time. A length range of 25 – 90 minutes 

was set, although the upper limit of that range was not met, with the longest film, 

Chimpanzee, being 78 minutes long. An example of a film excluded on this basis is 

Amazing Grace. The rationale behind this was that my documentary ABA is 25 

minutes long and as such this needed to be the minimum time.  This range of running 

times seemed appropriate, as a majority of films remaining in the selection pool fit 

within these time constraints. Within the pool of films at this stage there were some 

that were specially formatted for viewing in a 3D-dome, or similar e.g. 

Supervolcanoes. These films were excluded from the selection list because I did not 

have the means to view them under the conditions for which they were designed. 

 

Once the pool of films was formulated, it was then a matter of the final selection. At 

this stage, documentaries were chosen on face value based on which ones appealed to 

me. This definite personal bias and lack of representative value is of no consequence, 

due to the fact that the thesis aims only to illustrate the storytelling in the films and to 

analyse their narratives against a set of criteria. Whilst comparisons between the 

storytelling in these films are made, there are certainly no attempts to use them to 
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infer information about the selection pool as a whole, or natural history films in 

general. In this way, the lack of representative value is not concerning. 

 

Utilising)Stanton’s)criteria)in)analysis)–)extrapolated)outline)and)definitions)

Prior to the analysis process beginning, Stanton’s eight criteria were deconstructed 

and scrutinised in detail. 

i. A fulfilling train of story (initial establishment, maintenance throughout and 

arrival at the end). When / if the story deviates from the main train to other 

parts of the film, the return to the train should be signposted by a reminder of 

the main storyline. The film delivers on its promised storyline (Stanton 2012; 

Marshall 2013). 

ii. Instances when the viewer is encouraged to make inferences when presented 

with pieces of relatively cryptically linked information i.e. the UTTPT 

(Stanton 2012). For the UTTPT to be executed in a film, it is required that in 

certain moments, the audience ‘works’ for their comprehension of the film. If 

the film fulfills this criterion, it provides all the necessary information but not 

always in a straightforward fashion (Stanton 2012). 

iii. The inclusion of one or more characters with a clear, significant goal / purpose 

(Stanton 2012). Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary [Online] (2014) defines 

character as “One of the persons of a drama or novel.” For the purposes of this 

thesis, the definition of a character has been reinterpreted to be a persona (but 

not necessarily a human) that appears in a text. The character’s goal can be 

defined as what they are striving towards and yearn to achieve, rather than 

what they actually accomplish (Haven 2007). 

iv. Some form of change e.g. plot, character development. Progress or variety 

must be apparent that contributes in some way to the story and prevents the 

film from becoming stagnant (Stanton 2012).  

v. Both short and long term anticipation (Stanton 2012). The Collins Dictionary 

[Online] (2014) denotes anticipation as “expectation, premonition and 

foresight.“ Building upon that definition, in this thesis anticipation will be 

characterised as the triggering of tension in the viewer, preceding a sign-

posted event. Anticipation may be approximately classed as negative (e.g. 
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foreshadowing of danger), positive (e.g. pre-empting a curious or happy event) 

or mixed (e.g. the tension before a bitter-sweet moment). 

vi. A strong theme (Stanton 2012). An example of a theme is parenthood. Hazel 

Marshall (2013) described theme as the essence of what the text is really 

about, and as being intrinsically linked to the interpretation of subject matter.  

vii. An element that evokes wonder (Stanton 2012). Wonder is “…a cause of 

astonishment or admiration” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary [Online] 2014). 

That wonder may be due to visual, auditory, informational and other factors. 

viii. Authenticity and detail (Stanton 2012). Authenticity is defined as “…accurate 

in representation of the facts; trustworthy; reliable” (Collins Dictionary, 

[Online] 2014). For this thesis, a tweaked definition was necessary. 

Authenticity will be considered a genuine portrayal of events and believable, 

realistic characters. This is partially achieved by the inclusion of detail in the 

film, e.g. character quirks, insight into the specific qualities of the film’s world 

- not just the ‘big picture’, etc. 

 

The)analysis)process)

All eight criteria were analysed in each film (over the course of three viewings per 

film) before proceeding to the next film. Detailed notes were taken outlining the plot, 

and when appropriate (factors i, ii, v and iv) tallies were performed with time-codes 

when relevant. Whenever a time-code was used, it was recorded either at 1) the point 

in the narration when the factor was first utilised or 2) if the factor was achieved 

without the use of narration, the time-code was noted at the first instance when the 

factor was employed. On the first viewing of each film, only factor one was analysed.  

 

Factor i 

Within this category, it was observed whether the film contained a fulfilling story arc. 

It was assessed whether the story contained three main elements: the initial launch of 

the story train, maintenance during the film body, and the story’s arrival at a 

conclusion. For episodes that comprise just one part of a larger series, the story arc 

analysed was that of the episode itself. However, it was also observed whether a sense 

of overarching, larger story existed in the episode that was, in essence, the story train 

belonging to the series as a whole. 
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On the second viewing of each documentary, factors two – four were scrutinised.  

 

Factor ii 

A tally was performed in order to record every instance when there was evidence of 

the UTTPT being used. 

 

Factor iii 

It was observed whether the film contained at least one character with identifiable 

major goal / purpose.  

 

Factor iv 

If there was evidence of change in the film, whether it was transforming plot, growing 

characters, stylistically variable etc., this was recorded.  

 

On the third and final viewing of each film, factors 5 – 8 were analysed. 

 

Factor v 

A tally was used to record the number of instances when short-term anticipation was 

apparent. It was also described whether there was overarching, long term suspense 

(anything from imminent danger, to an unresolved question) i.e. long-term 

anticipation. 

 

Factor vi 

It was documented whether any major themes were apparent. 

 

Factor vii 

If was noted whether there was some quality of film that evoked ‘wonder’ in a very 

broad sense of the term – intellectually, visually, emotionally etc. 

 

Factor viii 

It was deemed whether the film was sufficiently detailed and authentic. 
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Chapter(Three:(Results(

 

The results outlined in this chapter pertain to four of the five films analysed, 

specifically KD, Chimpanzee, MLAAT and Green. Three of these films, KD, 

Chimpanzee and MLAAT, entirely adhered Stanton’s eight criteria i.e. scored 100% 

(Table 3.1). Green fulfilled 88% of the criteria (Table 3.1). The films’ performances 

in the eight criteria will be outlined in each category. Descriptions about my own 

film’s performance (ABA) are excluded from this chapter and are instead found in 

Chapter Four. However, some of ABA’s results are illustrated in this chapter in Fig. 

3.1, Fig. 3.2, Fig. 3.3, Fig. 3.8 and Table 3.1 in order to provide a comprehensive 

picture of the results in their entirety.  

 

Table 3.1: An outline of the pass / fail status for each of the films, for eight criteria. A 

“✔” indicates a pass and an “X” indicates a fail. 

 Pass / fail status 

Film 
Crit. 

1 

Crit. 

2 

Crit. 

3 

Crit. 

4 

Crit. 

5 

Crit. 

6 

Crit. 

7 

Crit. 

8 

KD ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Green ✔ ✔ X ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

MLAAT ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Chimpanzee ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

ABA ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ X ✔ 

 

!
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Factor)one:)a)fulfilling)train)of)story)

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.1: A graph showing the number of story arcs demonstrated by each film. 

 

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

Two trains were observed in KD (Fig. 3.1). The first is the overarching train of the 

series: the story of Brolga’s quest to raise orphaned kangaroo joeys and teach them 

necessary life skills before releasing them. This arc began during the episode and its 

presence was certainly felt, although it did not progress far (as it spans five episodes). 

However, the second, central storyline specific to this episode is a journey of bonding 

and forming of relationships between Brolga and his two new foster joeys, Ruby and 

Rex. The question underpinning the episode is: will Brolga succeed in this first 

important stage of becoming the accepted and successful ‘mother’ of the joeys? This 

train of story is established in two main ways; narration and commentary / dialogue 

by Brolga. One of the first orienting moments of the storyline is achieved when the 

narrator says “This is Brolga…A man who has sacrificed everything to give orphaned 

kangaroos a second chance at life” (00:10 minutes). The story deviates from the main 

train on three occasions to provide context, such as a brief history of Brolga’s 

kangaroo sanctuary and some of the other kangaroo characters that live there. 

However, the audience is always guided back to the main storyline of Brolga 

connecting with his kangaroo babies, which is usually signposted for the viewer by 

the narrator and with visual cues. For example, “With Brolga back from his rounds 

and the joeys tired from hopping practise, it’s time for refreshments – kangaroo style” 
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(12:41 minutes). Finally, the train of KD arrives at a conclusion when Rex and Ruby 

settle into their makeshift pillowcase ‘pouches’, having reached several milestones 

throughout the programme, and Brolga says, “This age that Ruby and Rex are at now 

– they’re cute, they’re fluffy and really funny and comical. And they love their mum” 

(28:58 minutes). 

 

Chimpanzee 

Chimpanzee demonstrates three story trains (Fig. 3.1). The main train in this film is 

the story of a young chimpanzee named Oscar and his relationships. He becomes 

orphaned but forms an unlikely bond with the alpha male of his family group, Freddy. 

Furthermore, the wider happenings of Oscar’s group are focused upon. There are also 

some storylines of lesser relative importance, including the lives of a rival chimp 

group led by Scar (train number 2), and the general goings-on in the forest (train 

number 3). Chimpanzee demonstrates a launch of the main story train. The narrator 

introduces the audience to Oscar at 01:26 minutes; “There’s a new life. A precious 

baby boy named Oscar. What’s so special about this little guy? Well, something truly 

amazing will transform his life.” The lifestyle of Oscar’s family becomes established 

for much of the film’s first 20 minutes. During the mid-section of the film, the train of 

Oscar’s daily life is maintained, even though a variety of subject matter is covered. 

For instance, “Day after day, it takes a committed mum to teach him (Oscar) how to 

live in the jungle” (38:03 minutes). By the conclusion of the film, a host of major 

events have occurred, with climactic plot points being the loss and death of Oscar’s 

mother Isha, and the territorial attacks of the rival chimp group upon Oscar’s family. 

However, Oscar’s story is still the main focus. This is demonstrated in some of the 

final lines of narration in the film at 01:09:06 hours “… now, he (Oscar) is fully 

accepted into the group, and seems to be everyone’s new friend…it’s a new 

beginning, with the most unlikely foster parent in the forest (Freddy).” 

 

My Life as a Turkey 

The singular story train of MLAAT (Fig. 3.1) focuses on protagonist Joe Hutto as he 

hand-rears sixteen wild turkeys, from incubating the eggs to exploring the forest with 

the adult birds. The first spoken words in the documentary essentially summarise the 

train; “Day after day, for over a year I saw no-one, except my family (the turkeys)… 
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I’m a mother it seems, and these are my children. And soon enough like all children, 

they’ll leave home and I suppose my heart will be broken” (00:20 minutes). The film 

has a chronological, chaptered structure, following the growing wild turkeys and Joe’s 

connection with them. Joe and his turkeys teach one another life skills and lessons. 

The following quote is an example of the way the main story train is restated 

throughout the main body of the documentary; “I have to stay with the birds all day, 

every day, until sunset” (20:10 minutes). Towards the end of the film, the turkeys 

grow more distant towards Joe as their independence becomes forms. Since the film’s 

story is about Joe’s connection with the turkeys, when that connection ebbs and dies 

the story reaches its natural end, too. An example of Joe’s voiceover that illustrates 

the close of the story is when he says, “I would sit out, for hours sometimes, 

expecting for someone to walk in, a familiar face. And no-one ever came” (56:46 

minutes). 

 

Green 

There are two major story arcs in Green (Fig. 3.1). The first follows the events that 

led to an orangutan being displaced from the Indonesian rainforest due to 

deforestation and eventually coming into the care of rescuers, when she finally loses 

the will to live and dies. The other story arc documents the destruction of the forest in 

a more general sense and explores the causes behind the deforestation; primarily 

timber, paper and palm oil. There is no use of narration in Green, however the two 

parallel stories are clearly defined. One of the ways the main storyline of the 

orangutan is intuitive to read is that she is trapped to the confines of a bed in her 

deteriorating state. The film returns to this familiar location throughout its duration, 

which acts as an anchor from which other elements of the story can be explored. As a 

result of the editing choices, it is easy to have the impression that the orangutan is 

thinking about or remembering her old forest home during the corner turns from her 

story to the rainforest’s story arc. The storyline of the forest demonstrates the 

chronology of destruction. First, the largest, most established trees are felled for 

timber e.g. for use as floorboards which we are shown. Secondly, the deforestation of 

the remaining areas is shown, and is mostly used by pulp and paper mills. The 

burning of the land is then highlighted. Finally, the process of planting palm trees and 
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harvesting the nuts for palm oil is outlined, and the common uses of palm oil are 

stated. 

 

Factor)two:)the)unifying)theory)of)two)plus)two)

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.2: A graph depicting how each film performed in relation to the UTTPT. 

 
Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

Stanton’s second factor is demonstrated in KD in five instances (Fig. 3.2). One 

example is evident at 07:11 minutes when the narrator states “But dingoes aren’t the 

only threat (to kangaroos)”, which is paired with the following line “Some people 

think of kangaroos as pests…” Due to the juxtaposition of the sentences, it can be 

inferred by the viewer that there are potential implications of people thinking of 

kangaroos as pests. In another instance at 09:38 minutes, the adult male kangaroo 

Roger is introduced. Narration informs the audience that, “He’s (Roger) designed to 

deliver a knockout blow to any male he sees as a threat”. We then see the image of 

Roger pursuing Brolga and can make the connection that Roger considers Brolga a 

threat, without explicitly being told so until 8 seconds later. Similarly, the UTTPT is 

used at 15:25 minutes to encourage the viewer to make a cognitive leap, when the 

narrator says, “Dusk is when kangaroos become active.” This is closely followed by 

the statement, “Brolga’s heading out on highway patrol.” The inferred relationship 

between these two sentences might not be as intuitive as the first example provided, 
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however it encourages the viewer to consider a connection. An audience may surmise 

that highway patrol has some relation to kangaroos, which is the case. 

 

Chimpanzee 

The film has 10 instances of set-ups for the UTTPT to occur (Fig. 3.2). Stanton’s 

second factor has been used in Chimpanzee for a number of different purposes. This 

includes introducing new characters, i.e. “It’s a special day in the dark heart of this 

forest” (00:57 minutes), before revealing a baby chimpanzee. The viewer could make 

the leap that it’s a special day because a new baby has been born – an assumption that 

is not clarified until some seconds later. The UTTPT is also utilised to broach new 

concepts, such as the notion of chimpanzees using tools at 15:57 minutes. 

Furthermore, the UTTPT is employed in Chimpanzee to imply an unseen event, 

specifically, the death of Oscar’s mother Isha (44:11 minutes). A combination of eerie 

instrumental music in a minor key, imagery of a leopard’s spotted coat and the sounds 

of a distressed chimpanzee are combined. However, the majority of the UTTPT usage 

(50%) was apparent in corner turns to return to the storyline of Scar’s group and their 

encroachment upon Freddy’s family’s territory (at 10:15 minutes, 21:48 minutes, 

35:13 minutes, 52:39 minutes and 01:02:52 hours). 

 

My Life as a Turkey 

The UPPTP was used 8 times throughout MLAAT (Fig. 3.2). In one example, it is 

used at 10:29 minutes to help the audience realise there is a threat to the turkeys, 

when the face of an unknown snake looks towards the birds. Its sudden and 

unannounced appearance is jarring and the assumption that the snake is dangerous is 

likely to be made by the viewer. In other instance of the UTTPT in the film, the 

viewer is encouraged to guess the implications of the turkeys’ behaviour. At 27:12 

minutes, we have just been told that the turkeys are behaving strangely at the time of 

day when they usually roost in the shed for the night. Joe then says that they were 

“eyeing the trees and making sounds”. A natural inference to make is that the turkeys 

are considering roosting in the trees. MLAAT also uses the UTTPT to emphasise an 

emotional quality in Joe. When the turkeys and Joe are sheltering from some rain 

(37:47 minutes), footage from the turkeys as tiny chicks on the same deck are inserted 
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amongst the current footage. One interpretation of this is that the filmmakers were 

implying Joe’s reflection / nostalgia about their growth. 

 

Green 

The UTTPT is used in 25 instances this documentary (Fig. 3.2) and is an extremely 

crucial factor that contributes to the film’s functionality, particularly in the absence of 

narration guidance. One of the early uses of the UTTPT is used in Green is at 09:15 

minutes. Two clips are immediately juxtaposed next to one another. The first is the 

main orangutan character being petted on the hand by a carer. The second is a wild 

orangutan and baby in the forest, stroking one another in a similar way to the previous 

shot. The expressive eyes of the rescued orangutan and the juxtaposition encourage 

the viewer to make the cognitive leap that the orangutan can remember the physical 

contact of her wild family. In another example, the audience is shown a montage of 

industrial timber production and wooden furniture, before cutting abruptly back to the 

orangutan lying on a wooden bed at the rescue centre (15:07 minutes), with the 

implication being that her bed is made from rainforest timber. This tactic of creating a 

cruel irony is employed multiple times by the filmmaker. The UTTPT is used 

effectively in another instance at 44:47 minutes. The film cuts back to the usual room 

where the orangutan lives, but her bed is empty and stored on its side against the wall. 

Given the way the orangutan has refused food throughout the film and had such a 

depressed demeanour, the likely cognitive leap the viewer may make is that she has 

died (which it is later revealed, she has). 

 

Factor)three:)character/s)with)a)goal/s)

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

The protagonist of this program, Brolga, is a character with a goal: to raise orphaned 

kangaroos and give them their best chance life. Throughout the documentary Brolga’s 

character remains constant. His passion for his goal is demonstrated in all areas of his 

portrayal by the film. The viewer is shown that when faced with hostility concerning 

raising baby kangaroos by some people, he is defiant and loyal as demonstrated when 

he says, “I don’t give a stuff about that. I’m here to protect my family – the kangaroo” 

(07:37 minutes). Brolga informs the audience multiple times about his goal and 

emotional investment in saving kangaroos. For example, “The way they look up to me 
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and say ‘Mum!’ makes me feel really special.” Along with the establishment of 

Brolga’s character, the personalities of Rex and Ruby are also illustrated. Rex is 

characterised as being more bold and assertive, whereas Ruby is portrayed as being 

more sensitive, attention seeking and traumatised by the loss of her original mother. 

Finally, the minor yet important characters, Ella and Roger, are also introduced in the 

film. Ella is depicted as a gentle and successful mother, in contrast to Roger who is a 

defensive and aggressive. 

 

Chimpanzee 

In this documentary there are multiple prominent characters that have goals. The 

protagonist, Oscar is a young chimp whose character is founded on cheeky behaviour 

and a loving demeanour. Music is employed to enhance these qualities in the 

character. Humour is frequently used when he is the focus. Oscar has the goal to have 

a close connection to the chimpanzees he spends the most time with – his mother 

Isha, followed by Freddy (the alpha male). At times, particularly after the death of his 

mother, his portrayed desperation for a close connection is extreme, for example, 

“Again and again, Oscar is rejected…It’s hopeless” (51:18 minutes). Another 

emphasised goal of Oscar’s is to learn the life skills of a chimp, particularly food 

preparation and tool use. Oscar also desires to be accepted in his chimpanzee family 

in a broader sense, e.g. playmates. Scar is another major character with goals in 

Chimpanzee. This leader of the rival chimpanzee group has well-defined, ruthless 

qualities. Emotionally loaded word choice in the narration, such an “enemy”, “attack” 

and “Scar’s men”, create an ‘evil’ persona. Scar’s mission is to claim Oscar’s family’s 

territory with the backing of his group, one “raid” at a time. Scar’s goal is given 

emphasis, such as in this example: “…The storm is cover for a raid. This time, 

they’ve got them cornered” (40:51 minutes). The emotional tones apparent in the 

narrator’s voice at this point in the film evoke fear and drama. 

 

My Life as a Turkey 

There are multiple characters in MLAAT, however only one is human and has a 

tangible goal. The most significant character is Joe Hutto, the man who is a mother to 

the wild turkeys. Joe’s goal is not simply to raise the turkeys to adulthood. He aims to 

learn what it means to be a wild turkey, and wants to understand all aspects of their 
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life. He seeks answers to questions such as, “Do turkeys have feelings?” and how 

much of their behaviour and knowledge is innate versus learned? Joe reaches his goal, 

succeeding in gaining an in-depth understanding of wild turkey life. This is shown 

when he says, “No-one has been this close to wild turkeys before. Maybe no one will 

again” (01:22 minutes). The only other characters of significance are the turkeys. 

Individual turkeys that receive particular focus and characterisation include Sweet 

Pea, Turkey-Boy and Rosita. Sweet Pea is portrayed as a sensitive and attention 

craving turkey, whereas Rosita has an inquisitive personality and Turkey-boy is 

depicted as being feisty and macho. 

 

Green 

Green has one main character and a host of very minor characters. The protagonist, an 

anonymous female orangutan, is in a weak and subdued state most of the time the 

audience sees her. The exception is when we see the assumed backstory: footage of 

the orangutan with her mother before their part of their forest was destroyed. Her 

presumed character during those parts of the film is inquisitive, peaceful and 

seemingly content. She is the opposite at the rescue centre: physically and 

psychologically distraught. In terms of this character’s goals, there are none, as she 

seems to have lost the will to live. Other characters that the audience briefly 

encounters during the documentary are a host of different wildlife, ranging from a 

finch, to a gecko, to an elephant. A majority of these characters are struggling in their 

lives as a result of deforestation. There are also other minor characters the viewer 

meets that are human. The two people who care for the orangutan appear to want to 

help her, however a clear goal as to what they ultimately want to achieve is unknown. 

Other people appear in the film including those who are destroying the rainforest, and 

some faceless consumers shown in streetscapes, shops, etc. None of these peoples’ 

goals are defined. In summary, there are characters in Green, but none of those 

characters’ goals are outlined or emphasised. 

 

Factor)four:)change)

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

Episode One of KD includes several elements of change. The different locations that 

Brolga moves through during the episode make for changing scenery (his tin shack, 
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the wider reaches of his kangaroo sanctuary and the nighttime highway patrol). In 

another instance of change, his connection with the young joeys grows from fragile in 

the beginning to stable and secure by the end. Moreover, the joeys themselves learn 

things – from mastering drinking milk from a bottle, to learning to hop. The audience 

also experiences a change in their knowledge, from knowing nothing of Brolga’s life 

to knowing a lot about this personality, lifestyle and kangaroos by the close of the 

episode. 

 

Chimpanzee 

Chimpanzee includes the element of change, with four main factors that vary and 

grow over time. The nature of Oscar’s relationships change considerably, from a 

mother-son relationship, then a period of loneliness, and finally a new relationship 

forged with Freddy and acceptance from the family group in general. As Oscar grows 

and is involved with lots of interactive learning from various teachers, his life skills 

change, for example he becomes adept at preparing his own food. Another constantly 

evolving force in the film is the ongoing ‘warfare’ between Freddy’s group (Oscar’s 

family) and Scar’s group. The rivals constantly put pressure upon Freddy’s group, 

gaining more territory with each advancing attack. The changing plot helps the story 

to avoid falling stagnant. All the while in the background of the major storylines is the 

constantly changing nature of forest life, for example at 15:03 minutes “…in the heart 

of Freddy’s territory, the nuts are coming into season and it’s time for a feast”. 

 

My Life as a Turkey 

The sense of change achieved in this film is unrelenting – furthermore, change is a 

major theme of MLAAT (discussed during Factor Six). The physical growth and 

behavioural changes of the turkeys over time is clearly signposted by the titles of the 

chapters e.g. “7 days old: they can already fly”. As the turkeys grow, so too does 

Joe’s understanding of them. Not only does Joe’s knowledge of the turkeys change, 

he also has short-term changes in his emotional state and long-term personal changes. 

An example of an emotional change Joe experiences is when he feels a sense of 

purpose, belonging and happiness when being part of a grasshopper hunt with the 

turkeys. Evidence of deep personal impacts Joe has as a result of spending time with 

the turkeys is at 47:36 minutes when he says, “…I knew my days with them were 
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numbered, but these turkeys had taught me not to betray the moment for some 

abstraction up ahead”. Joe’s journey permanently changes the way he thinks about 

consciousness and mindfulness. 

 

Green 

The main changes that occur in the film are the different phases of deforestation 

shown including clearing, burning and the planting of monoculture crops. The 

busyness of different forest-related industries is demonstrated, which involves 

changing the forest into consumable products at a rapid pace. The physical changes to 

the land are the most profound aspect of change in Green. At the beginning of the 

film we see the pristine state and complex ecology of the rainforest environment. By 

the end of the film we see smouldering, blackened fields and palm plantations. This is 

a dramatic change to the landscape. The only other major change in the film is the 

deterioration in the orangutan’s condition towards the end of the film when she dies. 

 

Factor)five:)short)and)long)term)anticipation)

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3: A graph outlining the amount of short-term anticipation exhibited by each 

of the films. 
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Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.4: A graph demonstrating the division of short-term anticipation in KD. 

PAT: Positive Anticipatory Tension. MAT: Mixed Anticipatory Tension. NAT: 

Negative Anticipatory Tension. 

 

For a documentary without a strong sense of danger, KD successfully includes both 

short and long-term anticipation. There are a total of 17 instances of short-term 

anticipation (Fig. 3.3). Instances that resulted in positive anticipatory tension in the 

audience comprised 41% of all short-term anticipation (Fig. 3.4). One such instance 

occurs at 25:27 minutes. The young joeys Ruby and Rex are being taught by Brolga 

to master the skill of somersaulting into pillowcases, which act like a mother 

kangaroo’s pouch. Positive anticipation may build as the audience waits to see the 

outcome of the joeys’ attempts. 47% of short-term anticipation during the episode 

contained mixed tones (Fig. 3.4). In the example at 09:38 minutes, the audience could 

experience curiosity mixed with foreboding when Brolga is checking on Roger, a 

large, adult kangaroo who shows a display of aggression towards him. Whilst the 

comical music tells the viewer that the threat of a serious attack is not imminent, a 

sense of tension is achieved. Furthermore, 12% of short-term anticipation in the 

documentary could be categorised as negative (Fig. 3.4). One instance of this was at 

00:51 minutes during the opening tease for the series, when the audience is 

forewarned that feral dogs are a threat to Brolga’s kangaroos. KD also contains long-

term anticipation factor. The question, ‘Will Brolga succeed in bonding and 
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solidifying a “mother” role with Ruby and Rex?’ has a constant presence throughout 

the program. Whilst that question and its consequences – the survival of the joeys - 

remain unanswered during this episode, long-term anticipation is achieved. 

 

Chimpanzee 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.5: A graph showing the division of short-term anticipation in Chimpanzee. 

PAT: Positive Anticipatory Tension. MAT: Mixed Anticipatory Tension. NAT: 

Negative Anticipatory Tension. 

 

Short-term anticipation is used a total of 33 times in Chimpanzee (Fig. 3.3). 32% of 

instances were used to elicit positive anticipation in the viewer (Fig. 3.5), for 

example, at 20:08 minutes when the adult chimpanzees in Oscar’s group are napping 

after feeding, the narrator says “But the kids have other ideas, especially Oscar”. 

Playful piano music begins simultaneously and the audience could anticipate mischief 

caused by the young chimpanzees. In a comparable way, 21% of the time short-term 

anticipation was used, it created tension that was somewhat positive and somewhat 

negative (Fig. 3.5) – a middle ground that may cause the viewer to experience 

anticipation of mixed quality. An example of this is when Oscar’s family group hunts 

monkeys at 20:08 minutes. The audience is likely to have some empathy for the 

monkey that is being hunted (and eventually killed), however by this stage in the story 

are also probably invested in the well-being Oscar’s family and hope that they can 

secure a meal. In this way, the tension is neither completely positive nor negative. 
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Solely negative short-term anticipation does exist in the film, however, comprising 

47% of the total (Fig. 3.5). An instance of this occurs at 39:22 minutes when a 

symbolic electrical storm “…excites Scar’s forces”. The long-term anticipation in 

Chimpanzee arises from the pending outcome of Oscar’s search for companionship 

and his survival in general. 

 

My Life as a Turkey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.6: A graph depicting the division of short-term anticipation in MLAAT. 

PAT: Positive Anticipatory Tension. MAT: Mixed Anticipatory Tension. NAT: 

Negative Anticipatory Tension. 

 

In MLAAT there are a total of 34 instances of short-term anticipation (Fig. 3.3). 26% 

of the tension was positive (Fig. 3.6). One example is when the audience sees all the 

newly hatched turkeys for the first time. Joe brings a wooden box outside gently tips 

its over on its side, creating a moment of positive anticipation when the audience 

waits for all the turkey chicks to be revealed (07:57 minutes). There was also the 

same number, 26%, of short-term anticipation that evoked a mixed / uncertain 

reaction in the viewer (Fig. 3.6). An instance of this effect is at 52:00 minutes. Joe has 

just explained that Sweet pea (now an adult turkey) is nesting nearby his home and 

that he has hopes to play a role with her offspring. Joe then says, “Eventually Sweet 

Pea didn’t show up one day. I thought, well, I’ll go inspect her nest site”. The build-

up has been positive, but the ominous word choice “didn’t show up” evokes negative 
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tension, resulting in a mixed short-term anticipation. The remaining 48% of 

anticipatory tension is of the negative type (Fig. 3.6). The chapter title at 54:24 

minutes, “One and a half years on: today I lost a brother”. The brother being referred 

to is Turkey-boy, Joe’s closest turkey companion. The chapter heading clearly states 

that in some way, Turkey-boy and Joe are going to be separated shortly, which should 

evoke some sense of negative emotion in the audience whom by now is likely to have 

emotionally invested in the characters. The long-term anticipation present in MLAAT 

predominantly emanates from a question the audience is likely to have considered 

during the film since it is foreshadowed; ‘What will be the fate of Joe once his turkeys 

are fully independent and leave him?’ 

 

Green 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.7: A graph outlining the division of short-term anticipation in Green. PAT: 

Positive Anticipatory Tension. MAT: Mixed Anticipatory Tension. NAT: Negative 

Anticipatory Tension. 

 

Green creates 25 instances of short-term anticipation (Fig. 3.3). There are no 

instances of positive anticipation in this tragic documentary. There is one instance of 

mixed tension (Fig. 3.7), at 29:11 minutes when the viewer sees rows upon rows of 

seedlings being watered. Initially, some may think that they are witnessing a 

revegetation effort. However, these are soon revealed to be palm seedlings that lead to 

the further destruction of the rainforest. The previous ~28 minutes of the film will 
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probably have conditioned the viewer to not be overly optimistic by the point in the 

film, hence the mixed tension achieved in this instance. Unsurprisingly, 96% of short-

term anticipation in the film is negative tension (Fig. 3.7). One example is when the 

viewer hears a sound resembling a chainsaw during a peaceful rainforest sequence 

(10:52 minutes). In another instance of negative anticipatory tension, a young 

orangutan struggles in the mud of a plantation area with people encroaching on her 

(41:04 minutes). The audience probably suspects that this is the moment when the 

protagonist orangutan is seized and taken to the rescue centre, and more than likely 

anticipates the capture with negativity. The long-term anticipation achieved in Green 

largely surrounds the main orangutan character. Since she is depicted to be in such a 

dismal state, a viewer is likely to have concern and anticipation about what will 

happen to her. 

)

Factor)six:)theme/s)

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 3.8: A graph demonstrating the number of themes observed in each film. 
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perfect mother in the kangaroo world is like…I have really become a better carer 

watching her and how she commits to her joey.” This segment in particular highlights 

the theme of motherhood in this documentary. 

 

Chimpanzee 

This film contains three main themes (Fig. 3.8). The most dominant theme is 

companionship. This is what underlies Oscar’s story arc throughout the documentary. 

The following quote is just one example of a message of companionship that 

underpins Oscar’s journey; “Oscar gets all the warmth he can from Isha” (40:18 

minutes). Additionally, there are two lesser themes in Chimpanzee. One is the theme 

of survival. This film communicates the idea that it is hard for all the animals and 

plants to survive in this competitive forest home, not only challenging for the chimps. 

Finally, the theme of teamwork runs throughout the film. After Freddy’s family fends 

off Scar and his attackers for the final time, the narrator states “Teamwork has beaten 

brute force” (01:07:43 hours).  

 

My Life as a Turkey 

MLAAT demonstrates three major themes (Fig. 3.8). As alluded to previously, change 

is one of the major themes in the documentary. The excitement, joys and pain 

associated with change is shown through Joe’s changing relationship with the turkeys, 

as they need him increasingly less and are eventually lost to him. A second major 

theme of the film is different experiences of reality. Joe’s worldview changes as a 

result of living life as a turkey, shown in the quote, “I’ll never see the world the same 

way again” (57:33 minutes). The film explores notions of the ways different animals 

experience life, and how many people do not have a “…privileged access to reality” 

because we are not present in the moment. MLAAT also explores facets of 

motherhood including responsibility, affection, loss, awe and fear. 

 

Green 

The two major themes (Fig. 3.8) of the film are sides of the same coin: the value of 

the natural environment and anti-consumerism. Throughout the film these themes are 

reinforced. The Indonesian rainforest is also portrayed in a peaceful, idyllic manner, 

for example at 01:25 minutes. No music is used, only ambient, natural soundscapes. 
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This is in stark contrast to the depiction of the deforestation process, industry and 

human society. Unnerving music is used in some instances, such as at 12:09 minutes, 

when different animal vocalisations e.g. haunting calls of gibbons, are repeated and 

arranged in unsettling compositions. Other music is also used in parts, e.g. at 14:24 

minutes, which is jarring, synthesized funk. Its use amplifies the theme of the 

artificial, consumer-driven world being unpleasant and superficial. 

 

Factor)seven:)an)element)of)wonder)

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

This documentary has a wondrous quality to it, in the sense that it is uncommon to 

have such an intimate insight into the lives of kangaroos. It is likely that a viewer will 

find the kangaroo joeys are endearing, and the kangaroos’ connections with Brolga 

are unusual. The cinematography demonstrates the Australian outback scenery, which 

many would describe as beautiful. A moment in the episode that is particularly 

evocative of wonder is when the film illustrates the journey of a jelly bean-sized joey 

into its mother’s pouch. A view inside the pouch showing the young animal attached 

to a teat may be an unseen sight for some viewers. This moment is accentuated by 

mysterious glockenspiel music. KD has moments that could induce wonder in 

viewers. 

 

Chimpanzee 

This film has sweeping cinematography and the setting is photogenic and exotic – so 

these factors could make for a wonder-inducing viewer experience. Examples include 

extreme slow motion footage of lightning striking the forest below at 38:54 minutes, 

resulting in an unusual vision. The film also includes vision of fungi that glows 

luminescent green in the dark (43:33 minutes), which has rarely been filmed 

previously and so has likely been seen by only a few people. Visual factors aside, a 

very rare moment in the chimpanzee world is shown in the story is when Oscar is 

adopted by Freddy, the alpha male. Chimpanzee is the first film to capture this 

behaviour in this species, and the unlikeliness of the event is conveyed to the 

audience. 
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My Life as a Turkey 

The rarity and transformative nature of Joe’s experience living with the wild turkeys 

is a story that could evoke wonder in many. The natural history filmmaking footage 

including shots of deer, insects, snakes, a bear, tortoises and birds is beautiful and of 

high quality, however not particularly groundbreaking in terms of the 

cinematography. It is the story and footage of the turkeys that provides such a rare 

insight that is wondrous. Imprinting is a phenomenon that many people find emotive 

and interesting, and when it occurs between two different species it is more unusual. 

 

Green 

This documentary could potentially evoke two kinds of wonder in a viewer. In the 

early stages of the film, the beauty and peace of the rainforest could be awe-inspiring 

for viewers, although compared with the high standard of natural films widely 

available for public viewing, the quality and behaviour captured in Green is not at the 

pinnacle of production. However, where Green creates intense wonder is in its 

horrifying portrayal of the deforestation process and the impacts upon displaced 

wildlife. Wonder in the sense of disbelief, and astonishment, is a potential reaction of 

the audience. 

 

Factor)eight:)detail)and)authenticity)

Kangaroo Dundee: Episode One 

Details resulting in authenticity are qualities that KD possesses. At 12:31 minutes, 

there is an example of the colloquial Australian phrase you might expect a person of 

Brolga’s lifestyle and personality to say; “Mad as a cut snake you are mate!” 

(referring to an aggressive male kangaroo).  Other details of Brolga are revealed 

throughout the film, such as the unusual fact that he is 6’7”, which is a quirk that 

contributes to his character. At approximately 15:45 minutes, the viewer sees that 

most of Brolga’s evenings are spent patrolling the local highways of Alice Springs for 

orphaned joeys that may be alongside their mothers killed on the roads. This process 

is not glamourised - it is represented as a tedious but worthwhile task. This adds 

authenticity to Brolga’s otherwise almost unbelievable life. 

 

 



 35 

Chimpanzee 

Chimpanzee includes many details that contribute to its storytelling. One character 

detail provided is that the ‘Grandpa’ in Oscar’s group is 50 years old. This 

information helps to achieve a sense of context about how long-term this family is. A 

factor that helps the authenticity of the documentary is the narrator, a mature, 

American male voice. Some of the narration could be considered cliché, however the 

narrator’s commentary is detailed, sarcastic and sometimes comical. One section in 

which the narration is humour-orientated is at 15:47 minutes when one of the 

chimpanzees in Freddy’s group is trying to carry an excessive amount of nuts. 

Another authentic factor of the film is the choice of music. The soundtrack 

contributes to emotional authenticity. One example is at 46:54 minutes when tragic 

instrumental music accompanies extreme slow motion imagery of raindrops popping 

seed cases and falling on leaves. In this instance, being shown the small, detailed 

picture could be said to create metaphorical significance and add emotional grunt. 

 

My Life as a Turkey 

MLAAT is a film that includes detail and therefore has an authentic quality. As a 

person with a scientific background, Joe closely observes the intricacies of the 

turkey’s behaviour and this is visually represented well with attention to detail. Joe’s 

character is portrayed authentically, with a focus on both the intellectual and 

emotional journey he undertakes. In particular, Joe’s vulnerability is one of the key 

factors that give this film its authenticity. For instance, “…they (the turkeys) would 

not follow for the first time ever…and by this time I was just a nervous wreck – I was 

exhausted – I didn’t know what was going on…”(45:57 minutes). 

 

Green 

This film included details that partly contributed to a strong sense of authenticity. Not 

only were the big-picture struggles of the orangutan shown i.e. her undignified 

transportation to the rescue facility, but the details of her miserable existence. For 

instance, when she refuses to eat some watermelon at 18:23 minutes, the viewer’s 

understanding of her life deepens. In a similar way, the subtle details of human 

wastefulness are depicted. Immediately after the pulp and paper mills have been 

shown producing books, magazines and newspapers at such a drastic cost to the 
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forest, paper rubbish is shown being dumped in a bin (25:57 minutes) and rolling 

abandoned along pavement (26:00 minutes). The use of detail in Green, along with a 

pervading sense of black, sarcastic irony when people are depicted, creates a deeply 

authentic film. 
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Chapter)Four:)Analysing)A"Beetle"Abroad"

!
Summary)of)link)between)creative)component)and)written)thesis)

My film and this written component are extremely closely linked, as ABA is one of 

the five films analysed in terms of its story. The documentary was scrutinised against 

the identical criteria as KD, Green, MLAAT and Chimpanzee. In doing so, I gained a 

valuable insight as to how my film compares in terms of its story to documentaries 

that have won highly acclaimed awards. Not only did I gain a sense of my film’s 

overall performance, but I compared specific facets of my storytelling in relation to 

the other films using Stanton’s eight criteria. The results of ABA and the other four 

films analysed were compared and contrasted in the Discussion section (Chapter 

Five). 

)

Results)for)A"Beetle"Abroad)

ABA did not entirely fulfill Stanton’s factors for effective storytelling, adhering to 7/8 

criteria. The film’s performance in the eight criteria will be outlined in each factor 

category below. 

 

Factor)one:)a)fulfilling)train)of)story)

In this film there were two storylines (Fig. 3.1). The primary train of ABA is the story 

of a female dung beetle named Delilah, who along with others of her species, has 

been introduced to New Zealand. The story follows Delilah’s day-to-day survival, 

particularly her mission to find a mate and reproduce. The second arc is the greater 

contextual story of Delilah’s significance; the positive environmental impacts of dung 

beetles upon the farmland e.g. cleaning up livestock manure, improving pasture 

productivity and indirectly cleaning waterways. The launch of the main train occurs at 

01:40 minutes when the narrator states, “This is the story of one female’s mission - to 

be a pioneer, and a mother. Her name is Delilah”. Throughout the film, Delilah’s 

storyline is departed form several times to cover relevant contextual information, but 

Delilah is consistently returned to. During the body / middle of the documentary, 

restatement of the main story arc occurs. For example, “She’s (Delilah) been 

desperately searching for a mate for weeks” (12:03 minutes). Delilah’s story arc 

reaches its end when she dies of old age, soon after completing her reproductive tasks. 
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It is made clear that Delilah has achieved her goal, seen in the narration; “All her 

efforts in this forest land have come to an end” (23:31 minutes), and reinforced 

several moments later when the viewer sees Delilah’s babies emerge from the burrow. 

 

Factor)two:)The)unifying)theory)of)two)plus)two)

A Beetle Abroad employs the UTTPT six times (Fig. 3.2) to different effects. For 

instance, during the opening of the film, the problem of New Zealand’s polluting 

farmland is established, but the idea of hope is planted. Without being told any further 

information, a dung beetle is then revealed. The viewer will hopefully make the 

cognitive leap that the beetle is in some way related to hope. Another example of the 

documentary’s use of the UTTPT occurs at 07:36 minutes. The audience has just been 

reminded of Delilah’s desperation to start a family, when the narration says, “This 

male is also new here.” The juxtaposition of this information implies a connection; 

that perhaps the male will become Delilah’s mate. In another instance the audience is 

assisted by uplifting, emotive instrumental music and the familiar imagery of the 

home burrow to infer that Delilah’s offspring are emerging and that her mission was 

ultimately successful despite her death. The viewer is not directly told via narration 

what is occurring until 13 seconds after the action has already been understood 

through the use of the UTTPT. 

 

Factor)three:)character/s)with)goal/s)

In this documentary, the only character of significance is the protagonist Delilah. 

Personality traits that are emphasised in Delilah’s character are clumsiness and 

determination. She is also depicted as an underdog in the sense that she is a foreigner 

and “…no spring chicken” in a race against the clock to reproduce. Other characters 

of lesser prominence include multiple dung beetles, a chicken and a vague human 

presence on the farm. Delilah’s goal is clear from the outset and restated multiple 

times; her mission is to establish a life and family in New Zealand. The audience is 

reminded of Delilah’s goal during setbacks in her journey. For instance, when Delilah 

is rejected by a prospective mate, the significance of this barrier to her goal is outlined 

in the narration; “A failed first attempt is quite a setback. The beetles are few and far 

between in this pioneering colony” (08:30 minutes). Her triumphs also remind the 
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viewer of her goal, which are often accentuated by emotive music. For example, 

uplifting strings accompany the narration: “They have found each other, despite the 

odds. And just in the nick of time” (13:03 minutes). 

 

Factor)four:)change)

Change is apparent in this documentary in a number of ways. Delilah’s progress 

towards her goal changes throughout the film, ranging from distant and against the 

odds, to achieved by the end. There is a frequent mention of the shifting seasons, 

which is used to create a sense of time pressure. For example, “Autumn is rapidly 

approaching. She must start her family before the winter months of hibernation” 

(08:42 minutes). Another instance of change in ABA is during the montage of 

Delilah’s growing and developing offspring, beginning at 20:20 minutes. The 

physical changes to the larvae are emphasised by the building intensity of the music. 

 

Factor)five:)short)and)long)term)anticipation)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: A graph illustrating the division of short-term anticipation in ABA. PAT: 

Positive Anticipatory Tension. MAT: Mixed Anticipatory Tension. NAT: Negative 

Anticipatory Tension. 
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There are 13 instances in total of short-term anticipation in the documentary (Fig. 

3.3). This anticipation was dominated by positive tension, with 61% of cases 

preceding a curious, happy, humorous of triumphant incident (Fig. 4.1). For example, 

at 02:02 minutes short-term anticipation rises as Delilah climbs and lingers at the top 

of a sizeable rock, and her precarious position fosters tension as people await what 

harmless consequences will ensue. The smallest category of short-term anticipation in 

this film was the ‘neutral’ tension type, with only 8% of representation (Fig. 4.1). The 

one and only instance was at 19:46 minutes when the narration states, “Winter has 

arrived”. The harshness of the imagery that follows may create concern in viewer 

about the impacts upon the wintery months upon Delilah and her mate, however as 

they are not told explicitly that the cold weather is a threat, it is not categorically 

negative tension. Negative instances of short-term anticipation do occur in ABA, 

however, comprising 31% of anticipatory tension (Fig. 4.1). For example, at 22:51 

minutes the narration, “This might be her last meal”, casts an unmistakably gloomy 

forecast. Long-term anticipation is achieved by ABA because the audience awaits 

confirmation whether Delilah will finally succeed in her mission to have a family in 

her new home. 

 

Factor)six:)themes)

ABA demonstrates two themes (Fig. 3.8). The pervading theme in this documentary is 

persistence. Although Delilah’s much-emphasised goal is to be a mother, the film 

does not focus upon the experience of motherhood itself. Rather, Delilah’s continued 

efforts in the face of different challenges are consistently highlighted. For example, 

soon after her rejection by a prospective male that was a different species, the narrator 

says, “The odds are against her. But Delilah is determined” (08:53 minutes). A far 

less prominent theme, survival, is also apparent in ABA. The ways in which Delilah 

behaves and the significance of her behaviour to her survival are mentioned 

throughout the film, for example, “Spiniger beetles have come up with their own 

strategy (for building a home)” (06:28 minutes). 
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Factor)seven:)an)element)of)wonder)

This documentary immerses the audience in a macro world that some may not have 

seen many examples of before. In those instances, the intimate look into the lives of 

different animals including dung beetles, flies and worms could be eye-opening for 

some. For example, seeing a fly drink manure in an extreme close-up view is likely to 

be an unusual sight for many. However, it would be a stretch to describe the 

cinematography as wondrous. The storyline itself, although engaging and 

entertaining, is not particularly wonder inducing, as it focuses on the life and survival 

of Delilah, and audiences are largely familiar with the life-history stories of animals. 

 

Factor)eight:)detail)and)authenticity)

Attention to detail and the resulting authenticity are achieved in ABA. In terms of 

visuals, soundscape and storyline, the documentary includes realistic details. For 

instance, during the first burrow scene, a variety of subtle and realistic foley sounds 

are employed to create an authentic underground experience (13:24 minutes). Another 

way that demonstrates the film’s authenticity is the quirks of Delilah’s character, for 

example, her portrayed clumsiness. This is shown by the quote “She isn’t the most 

coordinated of beetles. But she is enthusiastic” (02:06 minutes). A base in genuine 

science is also achieved, particularly in the section explaining the dung beetle releases 

in New Zealand. One example of this is demonstrated in the narration, “The potential 

consequences of introducing dung beetles have been heavily studied. Many research 

findings support the safety of their release” (11:19 minutes). 
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Chapter)Five:)Discussion)

This thesis provides insight into the storytelling techniques and styles utilised by 

Chimpanzee, ABA, MLAAT, Green and KD. Many of the similarities and differences 

between the five films are highlighted during this chapter. The films fulfilled 

Stanton’s eight criteria for effective storytelling to a high extent and in a relatively 

analogous manner. MLAAT, Chimpanzee and KD were the films with the strongest 

storytelling overall (according to Stanton’s criteria). 

 

I believe that Stanton’s criteria provide a comprehensive gauge of storytelling. 

Translating his criteria for use during analysis was largely a success. The observed 

factors were tangible and possible to be scrutinised in each of the films. However, the 

process of describing and measuring the factors was not equally objective during 

analysis. Factors i (story arcs) and iii (characters with goals) were the most 

straightforward factors to observe. This was due to the unambiguous, pass / fail 

quality of these criteria. Factors that were moderately objective were factors ii 

(UTTPT), iv (change), and v (anticipation). These criteria were slightly more difficult 

to analyse from an objective viewpoint. The most subjective factors were vi (theme), 

vii (wonder) and viii (authenticity). For example, I found it was easier to be objective 

in gauging the level of change portrayed in a film (factor iv), as opposed to what a 

viewer may or may not find wondrous (factor vii).  

 

Despite this process being challenging to my objectivity at times, every effort was 

made to place aside biases. It was unavoidable that during the process of watching 

and analysing the films, I regularly made assumptions about how the viewer would 

react or respond to different stimuli. When watching films, people derive meaning 

from both visual and auditory cues (Bolivar et al. 1994). It is certainly an issue 

whether my interpretations of the films, and therefore the effectiveness of their 

storytelling, can be considered representative of ‘the viewer’ and ‘the audience’. That 

notion is beyond the scope of this thesis, however literature exists that solidifies the 

idea that most people are equipped with an ‘innate’ understanding of film grammar. 

From an early age, even at 4 - 6 years old, people demonstrate comprehension of story 

elements (Morrow 2014). This is significant because it supports the concept that on 

the whole, we all access films in similar ways. A study by Hobbs et al. (1998) found 
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that people are generally capable of understanding storytelling in film, even during 

their first ever time viewing film media. ‘Narrative intelligence’ is an ability held by 

many people (and now some computers) to order and arrange experience into 

narrative form (Matear & Sengers 1999; Riedl & Young 2006). Arguably, a majority 

of people must, to an extent, be literate in filmic storytelling in a relatively similar 

way, or else television shows, documentaries and movies would not be as successful 

as they are.  

 

This study found that all of the scrutinised films contained at least one notable story 

arc. The number of story arcs ranged from 1 – 3 (Fig. 3.1). A similarity shared by the 

films is that all the story arcs were character driven, as opposed to plot driven. 

However, differences exist in the structure of the films’ storylines. The films all 

achieved Stanton’s first criteria for effective storytelling (Stanton 2012), albeit to 

different degrees. KD, MLAAT, ABA and Chimpanzee all most strongly articulated a 

‘promise’ at the beginning of the films. This obvious launch of the story arc was not 

so clear in Green, perhaps due to the lack of a narrator or presenter preempting the 

pathway ahead. However, the presence of a ‘launch’ did exist in Green i.e. 

introduction to the orangutan character. All the films maintained their stories’ main 

body equally well. In contrast, the story arcs came to their conclusion with differing 

strength. The film with the weakest, but still adequate, ending was KD. The question 

that was posed at the outset of the story was not answered with the same resonance as 

it was in the other four films. Stanton (2012) says, “A well told promise is like a 

pebble being pulled back in a slingshot and propels you forward through the story to 

the end” (Stanton 2012, 05:02 minutes). In KD, the ‘pebble’ did not arrive with the 

same force as in the other films. With these nuances considered, MLAAT, Chimpanzee 

and ABA performed the most successfully in terms of Stanton’s first criteria, and KD 

and Green fulfilled the criteria effectively but not to the same, high extent.  

 

This investigation found that all five films included instances of the UTTPT (Fig. 

3.2). KD, Chimpanzee and MLAAT performed similarly and had the lowest scores, 

ranging from 0.0021 – 0.0029 UTTPT rate / minute. The use of the UTTPT differed 

in ABA and Green compared to the others. A Beetle Abroad has the second highest 

score (0.004 UTTPT rate / minute), however Green towered above all the other films 
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at 0.0091 UTTTP rate / minute. The strikingly different performance of Green in this 

category could be explained by the lack of narration, a presenter or dialogue, in 

contrast to the other four films that had one or all three of those factors. “Storytelling 

without dialogue. It's the purest form of cinematic storytelling. It's the most inclusive 

approach you can take ... the audience actually wants to work for their meal. They just 

don't want to know that they're doing that” (Stanton 2012, 06:22 minutes). With this 

notion considered, it can be concluded that the audience had to ‘work harder’ when 

watching Green than in the other films, but that feature may have created a more 

rewarding viewer experience. 

 

Analysis showed that the five films all included at least one major character and 

multiple characters of less prominence. All the protagonists had clear goals excluding 

Green. The films’ treatment of non-central characters varied. In MLAAT, Chimpanzee 

and KD, minor characters were portrayed in more detail and attention than in Green 

and ABA. In KD, the minor characters Rex, Ruby, Ella and Roger were all attributed 

personal differences, qualities and even personalities. In contrast in ABA, Delilah’s 

mate received no characterisation, which was the opposite of the ample character 

development seen in Delilah. The five films dealt with good versus evil characters in 

very different ways. Green and Chimpanzee portrayed villains: destructive humans 

and the chimpanzee Scar, respectively. ABA, MLAAT and KD included dangerous 

individuals or groups that could / did pose harm to central characters, however they 

were not indoctrinated with a sense of malice, unlike in the others cases. In terms of 

fulfilling Stanton’s criteria, only four of the films really succeeded in this category 

entirely. The film that did not completely adhere to the third factor was Green, despite 

including a major character. Stanton states “…all well-drawn characters have a spine. 

And the idea is that the character has an inner motor, a dominant, unconscious goal 

that they're striving for, an itch that they can't scratch” (Stanton 2012, 07:59 minutes). 

In KD, Brolga’s “itch” was the desire to prevent harm to kangaroos and to save them. 

In ABA, Delilah’s “itch” was to have a family. In MLAAT, Joe’s “itch” was to fully 

understand and experience the lives of wild turkeys. In Chimpanzee, Oscar’s “itch” 

was to have a connection to other chimpanzees. In Green, the main orangutan 

character had no “itch” that was apparent. This seems due to the hopeless predicament 
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of the orangutan character and her loss of the will to live, hence the absence of any 

goals. 

 

The five films all included the element of change, but in slightly different ways. 

When viewing KD and MLAAT, the viewer experienced change via the protagonist. In 

these films, the viewer’s portal into the world was directly via the experiences of the 

character. In other words, at no time during the film did the viewer find himself or 

herself without the presence of the protagonist. In Green, ABA and Chimpanzee, the 

viewer was removed from the character at times and gained a view of the films’ world 

independently of the connection to the protagonist. This factor aside, a similarity of 

the films was that the change demonstrated included shifts in characters, the setting or 

physical environment, emotional tone and the plot. Stanton believes that the factor of 

change in a story is crucial, because in real life “…we're all learning all the time. And 

that's why change is fundamental in story. If things go static, stories die, because life 

is never static” (Stanton 2012, 09:33 minutes). KD, Green, MLAAT, ABA and Green 

all achieved this. 

 

In regard to the total amount of short-term anticipation in the five films, they all 

performed similarly, with the scores ranging from 0.007 – 0.009 rate of STA / minute 

(Fig. 3.3). In fact, MLAAT, Green and KD all scored the same rate. When considering 

the breakdown of the type of short-term anticipation demonstrated in each film, there 

are some major differences. The short-term anticipation in Green was almost entirely 

negative at 96%, followed by MLAAT at 48%. In terms of their short-term tension, 

these films, along with Chimpanzee (47%) were dominated by negative incidents. In 

contrast, KD’s dominant type of short-term anticipation was classed as mixed (47%). 

Finally, ABA was the only film to have the short-term anticipation dominated by 

positive incidents (61%). The five films also effectively executed a sense of long-term 

anticipation. In the following quote, Stanton describes both types of anticipation that 

were achieved by the five films. “When you're telling a story, have you constructed 

anticipation? In the short-term, have you made me want to know what will happen 

next? But more importantly, have you made me want to know how it will all conclude 

in the long-term? Have you constructed honest conflicts with truth that creates doubt 

in what the outcome might be?” (Stanton 2012, 10:06 minutes). 
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This study found that all the films analysed included at least one major theme (Fig. 

3.8). The number of themes ranged from 1 – 3. MLAAT and Chimpanzee explored the 

greatest number of themes, and KD the fewest. The nature of themes, not just the 

number, is of interest. Similarities between films occurred. ‘Survival’ was a common 

theme in both Chimpanzee and ABA, as was ‘motherhood’ in KD and MLAAT. 

However, themes also varied distinctly between the films. The only film with blatant 

conservation themes was Green, which explored the intrinsic value of nature and the 

vulgarity of human consumerism. The other films’ themes all fell under the category 

of life experiences, including ‘companionship’, ‘survival’, ‘change’ and more. 

Stanton says, “A strong theme is always running through a well-told story” (Stanton 

2012, 15:05 minutes). This was certainly true of the five films analysed. 

 

Four of the five films scrutinised in this thesis contained an element of wonder to a 

high degree. One documentary, ABA, fell more readily into the category of 

entertaining, emotive and involving, but was not particularly evocative of wonder. In 

Chimpanzee and KD, the viewer visually experienced extraordinary things: 

outstanding beauty of the African rainforest and a highly unusual relationship 

between a man and kangaroo joeys, respectively. The slightly less visually exciting 

turkeys in My Life as a Turkey was compensated for with the awe-inducing personal 

journey experienced by the protagonist, made all the more amazing since it was 

ignited by seemingly ordinary animals. In another different way, Green achieved the 

element of wonder by horrifying the viewer.  For many people, this film is likely to be 

gut-wrenching viewing. In this way, these four films achieved an element of wonder 

as described by Stanton. “Wonder is honest, it's completely innocent. It can't be 

artificially evoked…there's no greater ability than … to hold them still just for a brief 

moment in their day and have them surrender to wonder” (Stanton 2012, 16:30 

minutes). 

)

Analysis showed that all five of the films contained sufficient detail that contributed 

to a sense of authenticity. They did so in similar ways, keeping an authentic 

connection to the audience by including details of character and plot. There were 

varying areas of strength within the category of authenticity. For example, emotional 

authenticity is an area that MLAAT performed particularly well in. By informing the 
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audience about Joe’s feelings about the unfolding plot, another dimension was added 

to the film experience. The other films also performed strongly in this area in different 

ways. According to Stanton, a story that is authentic “…means capturing a truth…” 

(Stanton 2012, 18:43 minutes) and all these films did this. 

 

 “The greatest story commandment is: make me care. Please - emotionally, 

intellectually, aesthetically, just make me care” (Stanton 2012, 02:16 minutes). While 

this quote does not qualify as one of Stanton’s criteria for an effective story, it 

captures what effective storytelling should achieve. Stanton’s notion of story is just 

one concept, which agrees and disagrees to different extents with the definitions by 

Chatman (1978), Ricoeur (1984), Howker (1997), Garro and Mattingly (2000), Ryan 

(2003), Booker (2006), Haven (2007) and countless others. Working within Stanton’s 

definition of story, the five films analysed in this thesis all performed extremely 

strongly. 3/5 of the films scrutinised performed at peak storytelling potential and 

scored 100%: MLAAT, KD and Chimpanzee (Table 3.1). Green and ABA both 

achieved strongly and both gained overall scores of 88% for their storytelling (Table 

3.1). The analysis process has been valuable and enabled insight into my own 

storytelling in ABA. It is extremely encouraging to see that my film performed 

similarly well, in terms of its storytelling, as award winning natural history films. 

 
 

 
 

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)

)
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Creators / owners of archival footage: 

• 00:17 – 00:23 minutes, 01:27 – 01:33 minutes, 10:13 – 10:19 minutes and 
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• 10:28 – 10:41 minutes filmed by Braydon Moloney. 

• 06:07 – 06:24 minutes filmed by Steve Bushman, sourced from Shutterstock. 
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• Narration by Rebecca Mayo. 

• Provision of the primary filming location by Lynn and Gil Samuels. 

• Guidance from Ross Johnston and Robert Brown. 

• Dung beetles provided by Dr Shaun Forgie / Landcare New Zealand on behalf 

of the New Zealand Dung Beetle Project. 

• Advice from Professor Marcus Byrne. 

• Mentoring by Craig Meade (NHNZ). 

• Logistical support from Kim Garrett, Kenneth Miller and Rebecca Sewell. 

• Support from Science Communication Class of 2014. 

• Music sourced from Audiojungle, created by Nicholas Kirk, Epic Cinematic 

Studios, hqrecords, Phil Brook, E-Soundtrax and B Crutchfield. 

• Music sourced from Audio Network, created by David O’Brien, Dorothee 

Badent, Paul Mottram, David Tobin, Luke Richards, Jeff Meegan, Gerrit 

Wunder, Christopher Slaski and Julian Gallant. 

• Foley sourced from Freesound, created by Ben Boncan, Julien Nicolas, 

roubignolle, duckduckpony, offthesky, alex@vsi.tv, DJ Chronos, 

32cheeseman32, MAJ061785, kgatto, cgeffex, inchadney, Jono Podmore and 

soundmary. 

• Backing from the Centre for Science Communication, NHNZ and the 

University of Otago.  

 

 


