
Hollywood has a strange relationship with technology. It is always looking to grab the latest 
development, to push the boundaries, to use the modern digital world to any advantage it can in the 
pursuit of box office numbers. Whether it's from the reintroduction of Stereoscopic projection, CGI 
realism or even screen star immortality; if film makers feel that technology can be used in their 
favour, then you can be sure they will find a way to utilise it. Whether necessary or not. 
 
However, one area where technology and Hollywood never seem to really be able to sit happily 
together is when it is used as a source of narrative. When Hollywood attempts to tell the real-life 
tales of the digital world we live in, things never run smooth and end results never quite live up to 
the great expectations we place upon them. 
 
This can be seen in the 2010 film: The Social Network. Even worse in the absolute flop: The 
Internship. And more recently, with the switching of actors, studios and release dates dragging the 
Steve Jobs biopic further and further from reality. It's almost as though, Hollywood can't handle the 
"geeky-ness" that seems to go hand in hand with the digital world. That it can't accept somebody 
swigging diet cola, wearing crusty ripped jeans and forgoing the daily cleansing of a shower, or sleep, 
could possibly be capable of the acts that they are. For a world born out of imagination these 
characters are just too farfetched. 
 
And this is shown in all its stark glory in The Fifth Estate. Hollywood's attempt to bring to life the 
story of WikiLeaks. It's slightly ironic that a story about a website whose sole purpose is to release 
the truth, should shy away from the truth so much. But that's what it does in the world it creates. 
 
Coming only a few months are the documentary - We Steal Secrets: The Story of WikiLeaks - The 
Fifth Estate takes a slightly different look at the tale of Julian Assange and the website he created. 
Whereas the documentary focuses on the cause and effect of the release of the Afghan and Iraq War 
Logs and US Diplomatic Cables, the events that followed and the retribution to those connected with 
it, stopping to provide some background information as to how they arrived where they did in the 
name of balancing out the timeline. The film, however, purely looks at the events that lead up to 
release, slanting from the prospective not of Assange looking out, but rather those he associated 
with looking in, and only fleeting ever glancing forward as the final draws to a close. 
 
This doesn't mean that the two tales stand far apart though. There are overlaps between the two 
stories and overlaps that correlate in such a way that you can believe in the events that are shown 
and the actions of the characters involved but sadly, the documentary packs a more powerful punch 
than the film. The Fifth Estate has tried to turn the world in which this fascinating tale is told into the 
type of setting that is only created in a fictional modern spy thriller. Where characters race against 
time in moodily lit bars that conceal danger around every corner. And it's all just too glossy, too 
beautiful and too high tech to ever feel right. Hollywood has taken a "two cans and a piece of string" 
story and given the world the iPhone. 
 
Arguably, WikiLeaks biggest achievement was to create a brand, an image, of a huge organisation 
with hundreds of volunteers, capable of filtering and responding to all and everything thrown at it. 
When in fact it was nothing more than one man, a laptop and recycled computer code. And 



Hollywood, like a lot of people, fell hook line and sinker for the bluff. Either that or someone truly 
believes the bluff makes a better story, cinematically than the reality of truth. 
 
I watched the documentary the day before I watched the film, and aside from Benedict 
Cumberbatch's performance as Julian Assange, which really is stunning and true to life in its capture 
of the mannerisms, accents and idiosyncrasies of the WikiLeaks founder, I never enjoyed the film. 
The documentary was gripping and tense, and while I felt it tried a little too hard to be balanced and 
fair in the evidence it provides it kept me guessing, kept me forming new opinions and kept me on 
the edge of the seat. The film though, just felt somehow wrong. Too much like a piece of misplaced 
propaganda out to glamorise a story into something it's not. And the end result is a film that never 
really came close to entertaining. 


