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AUDIOVISUAL REVIEWS

Review of A Country Auction: The Paul V. Leitzel
Estate Sale, Robert Aibel, Ben Levin, Christopher
Musello and Jay Ruby
Douglas Harper
Department of Sociology, SUNY Potsdam
Potsdam, New York

A Country Auction is an ethnographic film about an estate
auction of the last genera! store in a small town in central Pennsylvania. The film examines the social, personal, and economic aspects
of an estate auction. While the focus of the filmmakers is on a specific auction, the assumption is that the auction is a representative
example; that the family and community processes that surround the
auction are typical.
The film begins with long shots of the community; significantly, a
neat graveyard fills the foreground in which a church rests in a
beautiful valley. An off-screen narrator tells that the auction can be
understood as a fulfilling of several social functions: a homestead is
dissolved, members of a family come to grips with the death of one of
its members, community members are able to obtain symbolically
significant items, and antique dealers make their living, transforming
household items into commodities which generally leave the area.
While the various functions of the auction are interwoven, they are
sometimes at cross purposes. As the film develops, the cross purposes
are often in stark display. These narrated passages continued with
demographic and sociological information about the town and several
family members of the deceased general store owner. Set against
images of the small town and its inhabitants, it is a useful and
unpretentious introduction.
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The film then describes the methods employed in the
filmmaking. This is unusual, and, distinguishes A Country Auction
from most ethnographic films, which do not reveal either the intent
of the filmmakers or the methods used in the film production. The
film becomes a series of black and white photographs of the auction
being filmed, and people being interviewed, to accompany the
statements that the film is part of a seven-year study of the region,
carried out by a team of ethnographers and media professionals.
Throughout the film the interviewers are often in the visual frame.
This reminds the viewers of the social interaction that, in most
ethnographic films, lies hidden between the filmed and the filming.
Similarly, the questions asked by the interviewers, even when they
produce awkward silences or uncomfortable responses, are always
audible. In these ways the filmmaking becomes one of the subjects of
the film. Viewers have some sense (as much as the filmmakers can
reasonably be expected to include) of how the film came into being
and thus have a more broadly based perspective from which to judge
the ethnographic content of the film. These passages, furthermore,
are well integrated and do not give the film a disjointed or
discontinuous quality.
The film begins two weeks before the auction. The filmmakers
show us the family members reflecting upon their memories, choosing
certain objects to keep in their own households, and discussing among
themselves the circumstances earlier in their lives in which the
objects had special meaning. The interviewer repeatedly asks
different family members why certain items will not be sold, and
while the family members do their best to answer this question, it
becomes clear that there really is no satisfactory answer. There are
some humorous moments, such as when the son and daughter of the
deceased father find the son's old (Daisy) B-B gun. They remember
the Christmas the son received it as a gift, and then the brother and
sister break into laughter recalling how the brother inadvertantly shot
his sister's doll in the forehead on Christmas day. It was a tough
Christmas, the son says, "murder in the doll
The ambiance
of the film in these passages is gentle, and the ease of the family
members on camera testifies to the acceptance of the filmmaking by
the family members.
The cross purposes served by the auction are powerfully illustrated in the filming of the auction itself. The family, of course, wants
to make as much money as it can (or, at least, as much as is
acceptable to the community, but this is a difficult "figure" to
sense). Community members are there to buy objects from the store
that evoke special memories. A single antique dealer bids against the
townspeople and a young couple who are furnishing a replica of a
country store. The prices go up, up, much further, one senses, than
the townspeople ever guessed. The townspeople seem partly naive,
partly resentful, and sometimes a little sullen about the process.
Some townspeople stay in the bidding to pay quite large amounts for
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objects they had singled out before the start of the auction. The
Leitzel family appears to feel compromised in the situation. While
they are understandably happy about the money they are making, they
seem a little bewildered by the process and sad about how the
community is largely left out of the dividing of the symbolic spoils. lt
is a powerful example of a gemeinschaft-type community subjected to
gesellschaft social processes. The single antique dealer, Joe Herman,
plays his role perfectly. Overweight, sloppy, irreverent to the point
of impoliteness, he simply does his business. "We make the sale,"
Herman says. "We buy anything we can make a dollar on. And we
don't let anything go cheap." The community stands back in
wonderment as he pays one hundred thirty-five dollars for a toy duck.
The filmmakers successfully capture the often intense bidding
between Herman and the couple who are also outsiders, looking for
objects for their small museum.
The filmmakers follow several objects from the auction to their
new locations. Members of the community, a year later, are visited
by the filmmakers, who show them the small dishes on the mantle of
their fireplace and talk about what meanings those objects have for
them. The benches that the (male members of the) town sat on,
trading their stories for five or six decades, are bought first by
Herman, then resold to a number of other antique dealers across the
country. The filmmakers follow the benches along their journey.
They eventually end up in the waiting room of a college fraternity
house in Kansas, purchased for five times what Herman paid for them
originally. A member of the community tries unsuccessfully to buy
the benches, to recreate the interaction in the old general store in his
house. He says: "The benches had sentimental value to me. Herman
bought them: he was the last bidder. But I'll miss the benches and
the store. fIf I'd been able to buy them] when my friends came here
we'd use them, just like we used them in the store."
I had only one question about the ethnographic content of the
film. Most rural auctions sell the contents of households, rather than
the extensive holdings of a quasipublic but informal institution, which
the Leitzel general store certainly was. (The viewer continually gets
the sense of just how important the general store was for community
gathering). The Leitzel auction, then was not a typical rural auction,
and the analysis of the social functions of the Leitzel auction cannot
be assumed to necessarily apply to all rural auctions. I would suspect,
from my own experience in a rural area, that there is very little
community involvement, certainly little community cathersis, in most
rural auctions. Rural auctions in much more isolated areas than
central Pennsylvania attract antique dealers by the droves, and the
commercial aspect of these auctions dominates all social or economic
functions. I couldn't help but wonder where all the antique dealers
were at the Leitzel auction. And, despite the extensive ethnographic
research that preceded the film, I had the feeling that at times the
urban filmmakers created a slightly romantic vision of rural social
life.
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The film combines classical cinema verite' methods: fluid
camera movement follows action; lenses are zoomed, and focuses
change in the middle of shots. The film includes relatively standard
interviews, as noted earlier, with the interviewer generally heard and
often seen on camera. Dissolves are used to avoid jump cuts, but to
communicate the passage of time in a single scene. The film fades to
black to signal major transitions. There is sufficient narration to
introduce the film and to supply important information in later
The combination of film styles blend together
segments.
successfully. The film is visually arresting while the filming does not
call attention to itself.
All in all, A Country Auction is a penetrating, multidimensional
visual ethnography. The ethnographic information is substantial and
fascinating. The film would be useful for courses on rural sociology,
sociology of the commmunity, American society and social change.
The film's methodological sophistication make it useful in courses on
documentary film theory. Given the thoroughness of the preparation
and the care with which the film was produced, A Country Auction is
a model of what "academic" filmmaking should accomplish.
16mm and video; approximately 60 minutes. Study guide available
with the film. Available for rent (16mm $32.00, video rental $20.50)
or purchase (16mm $760.00 or video sale $280) from: Pennsylvania
State University, Audio-Visual Services, Special Services Building,
University Park, PA 16802, 814-865-6314.

