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Director James Toback’s Tyson, the latest of several documentaries about the infamous 
boxer’s life, begins rather obviously—in the boxing ring. The archival footage of Mike 
Tyson’s first heavyweight title win is filled with energy and excitement. The deafening 
cheers of the crowd, the announcer’s electric commentary, and the freeze frames of 
Iron Mike’s devastating blows all produce the effect of practically being in the arena 
itself. The scene ends dramatically with Tyson knocking out his opponent and the 
broadcaster announcing “It’s all over! We got a new heavyweight champion of the 
world: Mike Tyson—who can reign for a long, long time!” Within the first two minutes of 
the film, we are being introduced to an exciting and ferocious, king-like protagonist. He is 
the Mike Tyson we all know. However, like any good film would do, this overly simplistic 
characterization is immediately problematized.  
 
After such dynamic title credits, the film cuts to a dark, extreme close-up of Tyson’s face 
with a somewhat melancholic expression and a distinct voice-over (V.O.) from the film’s 
titular character: “The first question we ask is, Who am I?” The storyline of the 
documentary is carried through entirely by the Tyson’s own narration. Uncharacteristically 
of most biographical documentaries, Toback’s Tyson does not tell a life story using the 
accounts of the various people surrounding the life. Instead, the film unapologetically 
gives the owner of the life the sole authority to recount it. But rather than resulting in the 
creation of a one-sided story, Tyson’s narrative proves the complexities of one’s self-
perception, making this film a surprisingly successful oral life history account.  This critique 
will examine the ways in which Tyson uses unique filmic devices in order to add to (and 
complicate) the representation Tyson gives us in his narration, as well as any notion the 
audience might have had of him before seeing the film.  

 
Toback’s Tyson sets up the complex, and often contradictory nature of the boxer’s 
narrative with no more than a very simple editing decision: that is, to have Tyson’s voice 
repetitively overlap each other at times. This is done immediately in the beginning. After 
Tyson self-poses the question, “Who am I?,” we hear multiple voices repeating phrases 
such as, “Madness,” “Chaos,” “Who am I?,” and “voices fighting each other,” coupled 
with several images of the boxer himself. Indeed his own voices, his own selves, are 
fighting each other. When the film uses this effect, Tyson’s words are very fragmented 
and contradictory, the sentences often bleed into each other. Tyson uses this kind of 
auditory edit carefully, at times when the narrative becomes self-reflexive or when the 
story comes to a troubled place (which is actually quite often). The two very striking 
examples of this are not surprisingly the accounts of two major events in Tyson’s life 
outside of his boxing career—when he talks about his very public divorce to Robin Givens 
in 1989 and when he recounts his life in and out of prison after his 1992 rape conviction.  
 
In the first case, we see archival media coverage of their divorce. A newscaster says, 
“Love can be fleeting. The soap opera marriage of boxer Mike Tyson and actress Robin 
Givens is coming to an end.” The use of media footage here serves to underscore the 
insensitivity of publicizing a very private affair. Tyson points this out when he says that 
people “passed judgment on both of us: I’m a bad guy, she’s a bad girl. I’m a … I’m an 
abusive husband, she’s a golddigger. We were just kids. Just kids. Just kids.”.  
 
It is only when the audiences hears Tyson’s own voice(s), that we begin to realize how 
private it really is. Through several intersecting voices, Tyson says, “I felt alone, I felt a little 
um … ashamed.” He also states that he only felt like half a person. Then he says, “I didn’t 



know how to feel.” While these statements are not necessarily “logically” aligned with 
each other, Tyson most likely did feel alone at the same time as he “didn’t know how to 
feel,” and the audience can trust this. The effect produces the sense of disorder and 
uncertainty Tyson says he felt during this difficult period in his life. Furthermore, it serves as 
a call for empathy as it emphasizes the complexity and confusion of emotions involved in 
any youthful romance gone wrong, in any devastating, heartbreaking divorce.  
 
The second case is similar in tone, but with a larger emphasis on the loneliness and fear 
inherent in the experience of being in prison. Here, the audience experiences a 
description of life in prison (how Tyson was “in the hole, for “23 hours a day with the light 
on”) and his emotional reflections on it (“Death is to be welcomed,” “You become your 
own best friend,”), interspersed chaotically with singular words and phrases such as 
“Make up of the mind,” and “Insanity.” The overlapping voices are louder and thus 
creates a chaotic atmosphere that symbolically characterizes the surroundings Tyson 
describes. We are able to actually feel the “insanity” to which Tyson is referring.  
 
When Tyson subsequently talks about his conversion to Islam during his time in prison, the 
chaotic voices are discontinued and there is a split screen of a close-up of him in a dark 
room and a wide shot of him alone on a beach—a reflection of his personal quest for 
spirituality. He reflects on his relationship with the religion and admits that he started to be 
Muslim out of anger: he says, “I was too extreme … too violent … I used Islam because I 
was bitter at the world.” He also says that in time, this attitude changed and he started to 
research the true meanings of Islam. The screen splits again and there are now two 
close-ups of Tyson in the dark room. The film portrays this moment quite poignantly, albeit 
not in the same way as the other emotional moments described above. Here, the 
symbolism of Tyson’s narrative is represented visually, through the doubling of his image 
and the serenity of the beach. The effect is calming, but still portrays the complex nature 
of Tyson’s narrative. Perhaps Islam is now bringing him peace with the world, but not yet 
with himself. 
 
In each example, there is a phrase Tyson uses that sums up what he is trying to convey: 
“Voices fighting each other,” “I didn’t know how to feel,” “My insanity was my only 
sanity.” There is no actual need to repeat or visually represent these words except for 
reiteration. In using overlapping voices and frames, the film accentuates the power of 
the complicated narrative, both visually and aurally. We don’t just get a sense of what 
he is saying by his description of it but, through the visual and audio overlaps, we feel the 
intensity and vulnerability of his descriptions as if we are inside his mind. It is not that the 
boxer does not know how to answer the question, “Who am I?,” but that who he is 
cannot be simplistically stated because of the multitude of voices he has. Through this 
method of conveying Tyson’s literal voice, the film sets up a troubled figurative, or rather 
inner voice. 
 
Furthermore, the audience is forced to take the voice of the media into account as well. 
To much of the audience, this is a familiar voice for understanding Tyson. We know the 
boxer through his escapades as described by the television: his boxing matches, his 
financial and legal troubles, his personal life. But hearing it interspersed with the man’s 
own voice(s) sets up an opposition: his words and theirs.  
 
This film, like the narrative interviews it flows through, is starkly intimate—it is Mike Tyson’s 
own story. But then can we trust what Tyson says about anything? This kind of question 
comes up in most documentaries with a strong singular voice and there is an inherent 
urge to wonder whether or not the people in the film he demonizes are actually 



accurately portrayed. However, the film’s objective is not to portray anyone, including 
Tyson himself, accurately—it doesn’t try to say there’s a real Mike Tyson besides the 
façade offered to us. Instead the goal of the film is to do what oral history tries to do: that 
is, give a space for people to tell their story, their own way. Thus, the film asks its audience 
not to search for a true account, or an inside look into the events surrounding the boxer’s 
life but rather offers us an intimate, complex self-reflection of a life that has been so often 
over-simplified by the media. We can only trust this documentary as much as we can 
trust anyone’s version of their life story; and in knowing this we must understand that Tyson 
is not some quest for truth, but an honest attempt at intimacy. 
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