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REALITY TV’S ORIGINAL TAG TEAM:
ALAN AND SUSAN RAYMOND

s reality programming proliferates and
A cop and family dramas remain meat-and-

potatoes staples on the television menu, it
may be hard for some to wrap their minds around
a time when this was not the case. Emmy and
Academy Award-winning filmmakers Alan and
Susan Raymond remember, though, because they
were there on the frontlines and ushered in a film-
making and storytelling style that changed docu-
mentaries and the television landscape forever.

If that claim seems a bit too dramatic, rest
assured that it can most definitely be backed by
the Raymonds’ amazing body of work—both
under the banner of their company, Video Vérité,
which they formed more than 30 years ago, and
in the early years of their career.

While attending film school at New York
University, Alan worked for Drew Associates,
where he was responsible for synching the films
before the double system was perfected, and he
watched and learned from Robert Drew, Albert
Maysles, Richard Leacock and DA Pennebaker.
After graduating, he went to work for an inde-
pendent production company in Chicago, Mike
Shea Films. At that time, Susan was an under-
graduate at DePaul University; the two met and
married in 1966 and then moved to New York.
Their professional and personal lives have been
intertwined ever since.

Together they’'ve made many award-win-
ning documentaries on important tent-pole sub-
jects such as crime, literacy, the educational sys-
tem, children, religion and war that have aired on
PBS, HBO, BBC and ABC News. But none of their
projects has had quite the impact of An American
Family, a 12-part PBS documentary series that
aired in 1973 and that focused on the Loud fam-
ily of Santa Barbara, California. Somewhat
shocking material at that time, the series drew
record audiences for PBS and major media
attention, and the Louds became some of the
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their 1999 film Children in War. Courtesy of Video Vérité Archives
BELOW: Alan and Susan Raymond, 1980, working for ABC News.
Courtesy of Video Verité Archives

first reality show celebrities.

“This was really the first time a television
show took on a dysfunctional family, and Lance
Loud [the eldest son of Pat and Bill Loud] was
one of the first openly gay people ever to appear
on television—that was somewhat controver-
sial,” says Alan, who spent seven months filming
the series, along with Susan, who handled the
sound. “Remember, this was a time when there
were only three broadcast networks and PBS.”

In his book An American Family: A Televised
Life, author Jeffrey Ruoff describes the series
as using an “episodic, multiple-focus structure
common to soap operas. The first episode
introduces the seven members of the Loud
family and the central story line, and the next 11
programs follow their activities in the summer
and fall of 1971.” The filmmakers traveled to
New York with Lance, and captured the beginning
of the end of the Louds’ marriage when Pat
asked Bill for a divorce. The relationship between
producer Craig Gilbert and the Raymonds also
grew acrimonious —they're still not on speaking
terms—but working on this series became a
project that would be part of their legacy.

An American Family remains a seminal
nonfiction series and prototype of the fictional
family dramas, prompting 7V Guide to designate
it as the original reality TV series and one of the
“50 Greatest TV Shows” of all time. Even Matt
Groening, creator of the long-running The
Simpsons, called the series an influence. “We
want to believe we helped create Homer
Simpson, but we do feel that we changed the
family dynamic that moved very far away from
Leave It to Beaver and The Donna Reed Show and
definitely introduced more of a confessional type
of television to American audiences,” says Susan.

After An American Family, the Raymonds
launched Video Vérité, and in 1976, made The
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