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 I decided to revisit Fast, Cheap, & Out of Control since it was one of my 

preferred documentary film pieces covered this semester. Even though the Maysles 

brothers’ The Beatles – The First U. S. Visit was possibly my absolute favorite film, Fast, 

Cheap, & Out of Control was the film I most wanted to critique. This documentary was 

chaotic, experimentally edited, and confusing. I knew I loved it, but why did I enjoy it so 

much? What about this film made it a successful documentary? It truly was perplexing. 

When meeting about this documentary in class, we did not know what to think of it. 

Although we recognized that it had great moments and discussed the style and effects 

used, we did not comprehend the film’s meaning. This is why I choose to critique this 

film, to analyze this documentary at a deeper level so that I might more thoroughly 

understand and therefore appreciate this documentary and documentary work as a whole. 

 Fast, Cheap, & Out of Control was imagined, filmed, and edited by Errol Morris. 

He worked with Robert Richardson, an Oscar-winning cinematographer. The film was 

released and distributed in 1997. Its running time is approximately 80 minutes. The film 

documents the lives and work of four unusual men: Dave Hoover (a wild animal trainer), 

George Mendonca (a topiary gardener), Ray Mendez (a mole-rat specialist), and Rodney 

Brooks (a robot scientist). They have all pursued a career by following their passions. 

Morris calls his film “the ultimate low-concept movie—a film that utterly resists the 



possibility of a one-line summary,” (errolmorris.com) and it certainly does. In Fast, 

Cheap, & Out of Control Morris interweaves the lives of these four unique, obsessive, 

eccentric, and extraordinary men. Although these men seem to lead very different lives 

with very different careers, by combining their stories Morris creates thematic 

connections to mediate on the nature of existence. This concept is really only partially 

communicated as the underlying themes are not fully developed. The documentary has no 

narration by Morris. It is a narrative free fall, as Morris stated. The experimental 

combination of footage, voice-overs from interviews, and music score create the only 

form of narration. Which in contrast to Morris’ film The Fog of War does not give the 

audience a clear idea of what Morris is trying to tell them. Despite the confusing 

connotations Fast, Cheap, & Out of Control is a very successful documentary, I believe 

the chaotic style and convoluted meaning add to the idea of the whole film, that when 

you produce something for consumers you will have created something with only two out 

of these three characteristics: fast, cheap, or reliable. This idea sprung from a paper by 

one of the four interviewees, Rodney Brooks. We create following the model of nature. 

So by using this concept Morris shows that humans by design are also two out of the 

three types. 

 The film’s structure is sporadic, sections of it could be switched around and the 

messages of the documentary would not likely be affected. Morris assumes the 

documentary should be relatively unbiased (without the filmmaker as an active character 

in the film). This is not his assumption for all documentaries, but he does assume that is 

the best way to create this specific documentary. Despite his lack of physical presence in 

the film, Fast, Cheap, & Out of Control is not cinema verite. The people interviewed 



look directly into the camera, which the audience can connect to. This is achieved by 

Morris’ invention of the “Interrotron”, which projects his image on a teleprompter. The 

film is experimental in the way in which Morris shoots footage and how he strings 

together that footage. He films in a chaotic manner that fits the film well. The film comes 

full circle and plays similar footage at both the start and the end. I thought Morris had a 

really unique way of filming and editing his documentary; he certainly is a versatile 

filmmaker. He had a different way of looking at things. Stylistically he was experimental 

and revolutionary. He also captures his subjects well. 

 Morris creates a collage of visuals and sounds by using a variety of resolutions 

and formats. He uses photographs, home movie clips, television clips, movie clips, 

archival footage, cartoons, and his own footage of the four interviewees. In the film 

Morris would focus on a certain image from many different angles. His lighting was also 

experimental at times. Interviews were shot and lit with the emphasis solely on the 

interviewee, often times very zoomed in. Especially when there are scenes of George 

Mendonca, everything is black in the background so all you see is the gardener and the 

plant he’s trimming and there is also a blur affect sometimes used. There are many close-

ups of faces. Camera movements were sometimes rapid, unusual, out of focus, and/or 

sporadic. Most shots are relatively short and then strung together in the editing process. 

Sections of footage are sped up or slowed down like you would expect to see in nature 

footage. It reminded me of seeing animals in their natural habitat, which I found 

humorous. Black and white footage as well as color is used. Sometimes it is difficult to 

figure out if Morris filmed a certain scene or if it’s archival because of the video effects 

used and music. Music was used to invoke a certain tone and to tie the different 



interviews and subjects together. Caleb Sampson created the score. Sampson’s music is 

unnerving, striking, and comical at times. Sound clips are used. People’s voices were 

used to voice-over footage. For example, the video footage might be of Dave Hoover at 

the circus working with lions, but the audio would be Ray Mendez talking about mole-

rats which the audience might not even notice because they unexpectedly relate. Through 

audio and visuals Morris really does take the audience from the outside world to some 

kind of dreamscape, as intended. The film started with a whirlwind of footage that is 

difficult to comprehend and process, before the audience is too lost Morris stabilized the 

film by providing some background information and concrete details about the subjects. 

Then the film continued becoming more and more chaotic until the audience could only 

compare it to a dream. You don’t remember how it started or think about it ending, 

you’re just experiencing what’s there.  

 The lion tamer, Dave Hoover, and the topiary gardener, George Mendonca, 

reminisce about the past and acknowledge their way of life is vanishing. Meanwhile the 

mole-rat expert, Ray Mendez, and the robot scientist, Rodney Brooks, consider the 

future, how life will evolve. Most of the film had to do with the idea of evolution and 

what people do with the time they have. I think the scene that best captured this was 

toward the end when the topiary gardener was speaking about doing his work until the 

day he dies. The way in which it is filmed and edited, with the lighting, the music, the 

voice-over, and the slowed down footage, is very powerful and dramatic. It leaves the 

audience wondering and contemplating over what has just been witnessed. George 

Mendonca is walking in slow motion through the garden he cares for. It’s raining and the 

footage visual quality is probably the best and clearest out of the entire film. You can see 



the drops sliding off of his umbrella and light reflecting off of it. Then the resolution 

switches to something grainier. It looks as though Morris reshot this scene as it played on 

an older television. As it switches back to the clear footage he still walking away from 

the camera through the garden. To his right there is an elephant shaped bush whose figure 

is outlined and highlighted by extreme backlighting. The elephant almost looks real in 

comparison to the elephants just shown at the circus. It is heavily foggy or misty, it might 

be artificial. It’s witty how Morris juxtaposes the voice-overs with footage, like when 

Dave Hoover is talking about how he will most likely die and that it is unrelated to 

working with dangerous animals while the audience is seeing him by a cat (small 

domestic cat) drinking water cutely. For Fast, Cheap, & Out of Control music is an 

important aspect, especially at the beginning and end. I watch those scenes without sound 

(subtitles on) and not only does it make it much more difficult to focus, it also makes the 

interweaving considerably less seamless. The music really connects all the different 

footage. Even though it is dramatic and somewhat sad, as it combines with various audio 

clips, it picks up at the end so it ends on a more positive note, literally. At the end, right 

before Mendonca is walking in the garden, each character speaks and they are shot close 

up to their face so the focus in on their eyes. The clips of archival footage and clips of the 

characters’ work are mish-mashed together tying in basically everything that had been 

used. It is chaotic and hard to process; I believe the purpose of this is to begin the 

audience out of the so-called dreamscape. In my opinion the ending was a little too short, 

even though the things said by the four men were very thematic it still ended abruptly. 

The ending scene in the garden was great, but it felt as though something was missing 

right before that. However if this documentary were flawless, if I had no complaints, then 



it would undermine itself. Life is chaotic, messy, but it keeps going, it keeps changing. 

Morris captured this well and mirrored it in his style to reinforce that idea. The credits are 

pretty great because you hear the music and a lot of sound clips from the film mixed 

together without seeing the footage Morris was working with, so it’s refreshing to have 

that time to think about the film with the audio still there. 

Overall I think Fast, Cheap & Out of Control is a very effective documentary. It’s 

different from most of the typical documentaries, but it does capture peoples’ lives 

remarkably. Many documentaries motivate the audience to change or be aware of a 

problem. Fast, Cheap & Out of Control inspires the audience to pursue something they 

are passionate about, that’s what I mostly took away from the film. It might be the 

minimum that Morris asks his audiences to get out of his film. Usually if you had to listen 

to someone talk about his mole rat, robot, gardening, or animal obsession you might be 

bored, put-off, or disinterested. However the way in which Errol Morris presents the 

interviewees, their passion is there. The audience can really feel them connecting with the 

topic and with them, so it makes the audience connect with the subject matter, it interests 

the audience. I could watch this documentary a hundred times and I still would not know 

exactly why Morris made this film or what he intended the audience to see in it. Maybe 

he just wants people to think for themselves, to ponder over human nature, to create 

something no matter how hasty, chaotic, or reliable it is. This film is a testament to his 

editing and film making abilities. Over ten years and he did not give up. His hard work 

definitely paid off. I would recommend this documentary to anyone in high school or 

older. It’s a great film that can really appeal to the masses despite its unusual subject, 

structure, and style. 
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