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EDITORIAL 
ANTENNAE ISSUE 42 

The centrality of animals to the history of film, and the particular powers and properties of the 
animal image on film require no introduction. This issue of Antennae gathers essays and 
interviews that critically address the role of animals in contemporary and avant-garde 
film; filmmakers’ approaches and perspectives and why they choose to work with the animal 
subject matter in the first place; how filmmakers conceive of animals both symbolically and in 
relation to the technical challenges they pose (and indeed the extent to which these two are 
interrelated); and different kinds of filmmaking, whether amateur or professional, that work 
on the cusp between art and science, and art and politics. The main aim of this issue is therefore 
that of providing an overview of the role of the animal film-image in recent years and also to 
assess whether the proliferation of the literature on animals and culture of the last two 
decades has had an influence on animal representation in the moving image. 

Fade In/Fade Out was co-edited in collaboration with animal studies veteran Jonathan Burt, 
who has authored some of the most influential writings on the roles animals play in films. In 
Animals in Film (2002), Burt pointed out that the mobility of animals presented technical and 
conceptual challenges to early film-makers, the solutions of which were an important factor in 
advancing photographic technology, accelerating the speed of both film and camera. The early 
filming of animals also marked one of the most significant and far-reaching changes in the history 
of animal representation, and has largely determined the way animals have been visualized in the 
twentieth century. The book also focused on the extraordinary relation-ship between animals, 
cinema, and photography and the technological developments and challenges posed by the animal 
as a specific kind of moving object. 

It is in this context that Jonathan Burt and I have selected specific artists and scholars for 
the purpose of mapping the contemporary complexities that characterize animals and the moving 
image, from experimental, to art-house, and mainstream productions.   

This issue opens with an extensive interview with Diana Thater an internationally well known artist 
whose video work has relentlessly pushed the boundaries of animal representation, challenging 
the idiom of the cinematic image, in order to devise an experiential filmic dimension capable of 
mobilizing the viewer to rethink given for granted modes of relation in human-animal relations. Laurel 
McLaughlin focuses on the work of Pierre Huyghe and its ability to forces the viewer to question 
his or her relation to the “Other,” understanding of self, and ultimately knowledge itself. Tessa 
Laird examines four experimental short films by the multi-disciplinary artist Camille Henrot whose 
approach to film making and the non-human proposes a disruptive force which re-animates the 
dying animal, breathing life back into the cinema, the archive, and human-animal relations.

With the growing popularity of social media and the availability of digital video recording 
equipment becoming more ubiquitous and portable, new private/public human/animal relationships 
have also become visible online. Neozoon, an anonymous collective of female artists  has recently 
gathered international attention through their innovative approach to the found Youtube footage. 
This perspective is followed by Kristoffer Noheden essay on Jan Švankmajer Švankmajer animation 
of natural history specimens, pieces of animal flesh, and imaginary animal assemblages, which 
unsettles engrained conceptions of taxonomy and animal agency. In so doing, Švankmajer's images  
foreshadow Timothy Morton’s notion of dark ecology with its assertion that ecological 
interconnectedness is a decidedly weird phenomenon. The surrealist thread of animals and film is 
further pursued by Belinda Smaill, who attends to Jean Painlevé’s significant body of short films, 
elaborating on his contribution to science film, French history, and theoretical traditions. 
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From surrealism to raw realism, filmmaker Emmanuel Gras offers a ‘director’s 
commentary’ on Bovines ou la vraie vie des vaches/The True Life of Cows (2012), a one-hour 
documentary about a herd of Charolais beef cows that eschews the classical narrative structures 
of nature documentaries, deploying long takes without any voice-over commentary and 
questioning the roles played by ‘animality’ and anthropomorphism; cinematic duration; and 
relations of power between farmer and herd, and between herd and filmmaker. From realism to 
the representational opportunities provided by digital imaging, Cynthia Chris considers animal 
suffering and animal death in the context of past and more recent productions. The use of digital 
animals, the author argues, may protect live animals from exploitation, even while 
spectacularizing animal suffering in scenes of explicit, prolonged, and extreme violence. CGI and 
animal relations on the big screen remain central to Susan McHugh’s essay titled ‘One or Several 
Dogs? Gathering Canine Stories and Filming Multispecies Multitudes in Contemporary Cinema’. 
Anthony Abiragi examines the concept of sovereignty as the withdrawal of one’s “life” from its 
distribution in networks of fellow agents, actors, and media through Claire Denis’ depiction of the 
mutual dependencies among living creatures, including  the mutual – if at times disavowed – 
dependencies between the human and the animal. 

This issue ends with P.D. Young's reflections on André Bazin’s interest in animals as a 
concealed aesthetic of cuteness, exploring the ways in which Bazin’s affection for animals 
embraced a mode of looking at animals that involved surrender to them and mastery over them, a 
cyclical “boomeranging of affect”.  

Jonathan Burt and I would like to thank all the contributors featured in this issues for 
their kind collaboration and dedication to the presence of animals in the moving image. Also thanks 
to the members of Antennae Academic Board for providing useful feedback as part of the peer 
review process.

Dr. Giovanni Aloi
Editor in Chief of Antennae Project
Lecturer in Visual Culture:
School of the Art Institute of Chicago
Sotheby's Institute of Art
Tate Galleries
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FORWARD 
JONATHAN BURT

As if we ever need reminding, there is no neutral nor uncharged state that the animal film image 
can exist in. From the very first cinematic images, animals carried a normative load deriving from 
their particular status in visual culture by the end of the nineteenth century, and this has never 
changed. Furthermore, whatever normative side the filmmaker or spectator may choose to 
position themselves on, and frequently it is more than one side at the same time given that this 
normativity is underpinned by ambivalence, it is for this reason that the animal image in motion 
carves a very unique path. It is unlike any other form of imagery. 

Over the past twenty years, the implications of this imagery have been explored in more 
fruitful detail. We also see more creative interactions between filmmakers, artists, and people 
who write on animals. These frameworks are constructed around issues of identity, and an 
endless series of sub-categorisations both fantastical and scientific; the possibilities and 
limitations of co-existence and structures of attention and recognition; the nature of animal life; 
and the politics of conservation, exploitation, set against the background of an unparalleled scale 
of destruction in present times. It seems, perhaps, a paradox that we desire so much, as the 
multiplicity of such images suggests, and yet we are all to greater or lesser degrees complicit in 
the current great extinctions. I don’t wish to be pessimistic but this paradox cannot be resolved 
until we settle the fundamental ambivalence of human cultures towards animals, precisely as 
exemplified by the ontology of the animal film image.  

Perhaps the major difference between now and the literature on animals and film that 
began to emerge significantly about twenty years ago, is the increased importance and number of 
film projects using animal imagery commonly displayed in galleries, museums, and online art 
projects. This might suggest important differences between seeing animals in the cinema as a 
particular form of spectatorship, passively seated in a dark space faced with a large screen, as 
opposed to something immersive in a different way, requiring a more engaged and physically 
mobile spectatorship. Viewings in the latter can be more fragmentary and less bound by the 
constraints of time, as expressed, say, in the works of Diana Thater discussed in this issue. 
Raymond Bellour has recently explored the implications of these alternative kinds of viewings in 
his book La Querelle des Dispositifs (2012) [The Argument of the Apparatuses]. 

However, it seems from the themes common to all the commentaries in this edition of 
Antennae, that the affect of the animal image transcends its particular media. One reason for this 
may be that film of animals is still one of the most powerful and formative expressions of human-
animal relations. It creates the attitudes to animals at a distance (the beings most humans never 
get to see in their day to day lives), and is a key structural feature of attitudes to those animals 
that humans are most intimately connected with. Such film and photography has a complex 
impact that is not matched by response to animals in the written word, and there may be all 
manner of psychological reasons for that, possibly evolutionary ones too. It then becomes an 
interesting thought experiment to imagine what human-relations might be like in the complete 
absence of such images. What then would matters of, say, identity, co-existence, and 
preservation look like?
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ince the early 1990s, Diana Thater has created 
pioneering film, video, and installation-based 
works. Her primary emphasis is on the tension 

between the natural environment and mediated 
reality, and by extension, between tamed and wild, 
and science and magic. Drawing on a wide variety of 
sources, including literature, animal behavior, 
mathematics, chess, and sociology, her evocative 
and sometimes near-abstract works interact with 
their surroundings to create an intricate relationship 
between time-based and spatial dimensions. She 
frequently transforms the exhibition venue into a 
hybrid space between sculpture and architecture, 
using color and light alongside her installations. 

In the following interview, Giovanni Aloi, 
Editor in Chief of Antennae talks animals and films 
with the artist. 

Giovanni Aloi: Diana, you have developed an 
outstanding profile in the contemporary arts. You 
are a pioneer in two specific ways: on the animal 
representation front, you have addressed the 
objectification of the non-human through the filmic 
medium  more  successfully and consistently  than  

any other contemporary artist; on the filmic front, 
you have constantly striven to challenge diegetic 
conventions in order to problematize the viewer’s 
experience. What industry-specific challenges 
have you encountered in your career considering 
that you have been working as a female artist in a 
male-dominated environment and with a subject 
that is not on the top of the art market's list? 

Diana Thater: The gender-bias in the art market is 
astounding. Art collectors, both male and female, 
like artists to be “geniuses” and geniuses are 
always male, aren’t they? The fact that anyone 
thinks about “genius” now is bizarre to me. I just 
don’t think that way, nor would I want to. I 
advocate for a more horizontal arrangement of 
things. 

In addition to my being female, my choice 
of medium and content has made it difficult as 
well. Many people still don’t know how to look at 
moving images as art and so claim they don’t 
“understand” it. It shouldn’t be so hard to grasp 
duration, movement and the ephemeral – since 
those   qualities  describe   the  nature  of  life itself, 

S 

DIANA THATER: 
THE SYMPATHETIC 
IMAGINATION   

For almost three decades Diana Thater’s video work has been relentlessly pushing the boundaries of animal 
representation, challenging the idiom of the filmed image, and reconfiguring the specific conventions of 
cinematic genres. Throughout, her ultimate aim has been to bypass animal objectification and to enmesh 
viewers in a fluid state of ‘being-with’ capable of mobilizing the viewer for the purpose of rethinking taken for 
granted modes of relation in human-animal relations.  

Interviewer: Giovanni Aloi 
Interviewee: Diana Thater 
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but maybe “grasping” is just the problem – those 
things are too close to us to touch and we live 
within them instead of outside of them. Duration, 
fluidity and the fleeting real are the inherent 
qualities of all experience, yet we cannot describe 
them adequately. This is why I try to produce 
experiences for a viewer in which those things are 
at the fore and are not simply part of the 
background of the work. This is a challenge to the 
viewer.  

As for the subject matter: The content and 
its relationship to the form the installations take is 
complex. It is intended, in its intricacies, to 
produce meaning. Take China for example: A wolf 
stood in the center of a circle of six cameras and 
was filmed for several hours. In the installation, the 
six videos are projected on the walls of a room 
forming a 360-degree view, only now the single 
wolf has become six. The individual has become 
the pack. 

In the installation, a viewer must  stand  in 

the center of the room in order to be completely 
surrounded by the work, and when she does take 
that position, she stands in for the wolf at the 
center of the circle of cameras. So, the viewer 
replaces the wolf, and, because the projectors are 
on the floor, her shadow interrupts the projections 
and she now stands at the center of all the images. 
One self in the room but six shadows. The viewing 
subject matches the wolf subject. Both viewer and 
wolf become part of the pack – one and many 
simultaneously. Viewing the self and the other this 
way is a challenge for the viewer and it's either very 
easy to become a part of it or very difficult, 
depending on your worldview.  

G.A.: Your installations are designed to be 
immersive, to involve the viewers’ sensorial in a 
way that mobilizes their bodies, thus breaking the 
conventional relationship between image and 
spectator established by classical art. Many of your 
works,   like   Science,   Fiction  (2014),  Chernobyl 

Diana Thater  
China, Six video projectors and six players, 1995, Installation view, Los Angeles County Mu seum of Art, Los Angeles, California, 
2015 © Diana Thater, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth. Photo: Fredrik Nilsen 
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 (2011), and knots + surfaces (2001), to name a few, 
are designed to deliberately decentre the viewer 
in what ultimately is a political maneuver. In a way, 
it seems as if the animal presence in the work 
commands a rethinking of the medium of film 
itself. What drives you to reconfigure the filmic 
experience with every work and what is at stake in 
each reconfiguration?  

D.T.: Film mimics the still camera, which mimics 
representational painting in that it makes images 
in one-point-perspective. This puts the viewing 
subject (the viewer of the film and the camera 
person herself) at the center of a universe with 
everything receding away from her.  Her eye sees  

all in relation to herself. This reinforces a human-
centric world where man is the measure of all 
things and proposes a god’s eye view. It seemed 
to me, when I first started working, that a woman 
must necessarily see the world differently than this. 
It is never assumed that a woman has the god’s 
eye view of the world. Her view has always been 
thought of as being particular and specific to the 
female self, and thus not a world-structuring view. 
I was determined to combine the world-view and 
the specific view and make films and videos that 
held both simultaneously. Almost all of my work 
incorporates multiple points of view simultaneously. 
This, it seems to me, meshes well with what animal 
subjectivity might be like. Each species, depending  

Diana Thater  

knots + surfaces, five video projectors, sixteen-monitor video wall, and six playe rs, 2001. 
 © Diana Thater. Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth Photo: Fredrik Nilsen 
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on how it lives in the world, must necessarily see 
the world slightly differently. Their multiple and 
simultaneous perspectives all interfere and then 
cohere with one another – and this must be 
mirrored in the work. To see an animal’s world in 
man’s one-point perspective is to see an animal as 
an object at a distance from oneself. I attempt to 
produce a kind of multiple and complicated world 
where time is not absolute (editing) and space is 
curved. A work like knots+surfaces is constructed 
of many perspectives interfering with one another 
forcing them to twist and turn around one another. 
At stake is the making-multiple and thus making-
complicated world-view. The hive that is constantly 
being constructed by the work allows us to see an 

 

animal as a subject with agency comparable to our 
own – as a being making choices. 

G.A.: More specifically, many of your installations 
involve a deliberate representational fragmentation 
of the animal body and the space in which the 
encounter between viewer and animals is staged. In 
a sense, it reminds me of cubism, but in others, it 
points towards new directions altogether. Can you 
tell us about the epistemological importance of this 
aesthetic operation? 

D.T.: If you look at Cubism, you can see that it was 
revolutionary in all the ways that art should be. 
Picasso  and  Braque  necessarily  dismantled   the 

Diana Thater  
Untitled Videowall (Butterflies), six video monitors, one player, two 48-inch florescent light fixtures and Lee filters, 2008, 
 Installation view, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, California, 2015 © Diana Thater, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth. 
Photo: Fredrik Nilsen  
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Cartesian world. Einstein was doing the same in 
physics at nearly the same time. I have worked with 
multiple points of view simultaneously presented 
(which is a good description of Cubism), not only in 
the interest of fragmentation but more so in the 
interest of fluidity – the ease of movement from one 
state of being to another and it seems that that idea 
is particularly relevant right now. 

G.A.: For this issue of Antennae, Jonathan Burt
and I have been particularly concerned with
specific questions revolving around the idiomatic
of film and what that does to the representation
of animals that is unique to it. Could you give us
some insight? Your recent project, Life is a Time-
Based Medium seems to address some of these
specific instances. Am I right?

D.T.: Life is a Time-Based Medium, is about how 
particular framing devices make us see the other. The 
piece was shot in an abandoned Hindu temple to 
the monkey god Hanuman, a temple that just so 
happens to have been colonized by wild rhesus 
macaque monkeys. The exterior of the temple (which 
wasn’t a three-dimensional structure – it was actually 
just a façade attached to a cliff-side) is presented 
whole in one room as a huge projection. Through 
the wall on which the image is projected, a door is 
cut to match the door in the temple façade. This 
gives the work an interior, a world that, like the self, is 
private and intimate. In this inner room, we 
encounter the monkeys in a series of close-ups. They 
are projected in a theatre within the projection and a 
viewer sits quietly watching them. So, you have a 
theatre within a temple within a museum. It’s not just 
the video that presents the monkeys in a way that is 
markedly different from traditional representations, 
it’s the whole system of framing and reframing the 
fragile image that poses the problem of 
representation of the other and agency.

G.A.: Animals, and nature more, in general, are a 
difficult subject in contemporary art. Damien Hirst 
has  managed  to  become  exceedingly successful 

through his animal-based work because of his 
appropriation of predictably fascinating, objectifying 
aesthetics from the displays of natural history. 
However, addressing human/animal relationships in 
art is historically not an easy matter. As you know, 
classical art has trained us to conceive animals in art 
as anthropocentric, symbolic vehicles through which 
to express human feelings and values. Reduced to 
empty vessels, animals have for centuries been, 
paraphrasing Donna Haraway, posed as actors on 
the stage of a morality play. As such they have 
been considered part of the genre of lower-class 
paintings — commercial work that belongs to the 
realm of curiosity more than art with a capital ‘A'. 
Whilst contemporary art is less concerned with 
these categories, it is, however, fair to say that they 
still influence what gains exposure in the arts. As 
an art historian specializing in the representation of 
the non-human in art, I also encounter this 
persistent prejudice. What’s your experience been 
like?   

D.T.: I think it’s important to mention that it was 
recently publicized that Hirst has killed or more 
correctly has used (and thus is responsible for the 
death of) approximately one million animals in his 
work – mostly butterflies I imagine. Apart from just 
being disgusting (no one should have to die for a 
work of art) it highlights something that is 
important here and that is that the market and 
media success of Hirst’s killing sprees meshes with 
what humans already think about the world – that 
all beings are here for our use and our pleasure. 
Their dead bodies are particularly pleasurable to 
art collectors it seems, and those people should all 
think long and hard about that. What does it say 
about a person when the only animal they can 
contemplate in a work of art is a dead one used as 
decoration?  

My point all along has been that to 
contemplate a living being, who shares space and
time with us, must necessarily be difficult, but it 
must be done if we are to change our view of the 
world. And isn’t that what art seeks to do? Art is 
not  about  the  world  we  have;  one  in which the
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animal is presented as décor, it is about the world 
we want; one in which animals and the natural 
world are subjects equal to our own and worthy of 
contemplation. I make art about the world I want 
and that goes against the reification of an 
anthropocentric world. Once people accept that 
art must pose difficult problems, they’ll stop seeing 
dead animals as good only for decoration and will 
start to see them as living, worthy subjects for 
thought. 

G.A.: At the Museum of Contemporary Art in 
Chicago, where I had the opportunity to talk to you 
during the installation of your retrospective, we 
briefly touched on the importance of activism in your 
work – this is something I would like to explore a little 
further if that's ok? I am specifically interested in your 
involvement in animal rights/animal welfare and how 
this informs or intermingles with your practice as an 
internationally well-known artist. To balance art and 
activism is a difficult task – the shadow of 
propaganda always looms large over the true merit 
of artistic work. How do you strategize meaning in 
your work so that a sense of empathy and urgency 

is communicated in ways that are not prescriptive 
or literalist? 

D.T.: I separate my art from my activism. They are 
two distinct practices. Intermingling them muddles 
both and that detracts from their effectiveness as 
either art or activism. My work focuses specifically 
on portraying animals as navigators of complex 
time and space. This requires that the work be 
non-narrative (can we imagine that animals narrate 
their lives like movies?) and abstract with regard to 
time and that it presents a complicated kind of 
folding space. The activist work I have done for 
The Dolphin Project (my 2004 film Welcome to 
Taiji) is narrative and moves in one direction – 
toward a single conclusion – that it is cruel and 
inhumane to kill and capture dolphins and other 
cetaceans for human amusement. This requires 
that traditional documentary techniques be used 
in order to get to a solution. My artworks don’t 
present problems that have solutions. They are 
continuous and unending – we needn’t come to a 
“conclusion” about the animal subjects – their 
being is infinite.

Diana Thater 
Life is a Time-Based Medium, Three video projectors, display computer, and one player, 2015, Installation view, Hauser & Wirth, London, 

United Kingdom, 2015 © Diana Thater, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth Photo: A lex Delfanne 
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G.A.: Are there any “political artists” that have 
informed your own practice? 

D.T.: Barbara Kruger is a political artist and she has 
inspired me. I came across her work in the 
mid-1980s and she quickly became one of my 
favorite artists. She speaks for me and about my 
experience as a woman and as a subject -- a subject 
who is more complicated than capitalism allows for. 
That said, I have never made work as direct 
or graphic as Barbara's though I very much admire 
the force with which she does it. 

G.A.: What came first: your passion for animals or 
the one for film? 

D.T.: I loved three things from a very early age: 
animals,   art,   and   film.   I’ve  always been attracted 

to all three so it was obvious, once I discovered 
that I could make film and video, they would come 
together. Luckily, I was encouraged in this 
endeavor, when I was in graduate school, by very 
enlightened teachers. I found that I could make 
nearly abstract films with animals and make 
installations that could simultaneously address the 
complexity of film along with the complexity of 
subjectivity. I could in fact twist film and video 
techniques (designed to reinforce the human 
control over the world) and installation strategies 
to portray notions of subjectivity that are other 
than human and thus propose lives that are not 
lived, but inhabited. 

G.A.: All of your video work is silent. Can you tell 
us how you came to adopt this aesthetic and why 
has it become a recurring element in your work?  

Diana Thater  

Life is a Time-Based Medium, Three video projectors, display computer, and  one player, 2015, Installation view, Hauser & Wirth, London, 
United Kingdom, 2015 © Diana Thater, Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth Photo : Alex Delfanne 
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D.T.: I grew up going to museums and have always 
treasured the silence one enjoys while 
contemplating a work of art. It’s a particular kind of 
pleasure to find oneself completely alone in the 
world for a brief period of time – even a moment -
- and to see it as a good experience rather than one 
that is fear-inducing. It is, in a word, sublime. I try to 
allow for that in my own work by not using sound. 
Soundtracks carry us away and guide us emotionally. 
I’d prefer that the viewer be fully conscious of the 
time and space she inhabits and to be completely 
aware of the fact that she is viewing a work of art. 
I’m not interested in transporting a viewer to another 
place and time. The present and present-ness are 
both important to the experience of my work – one 
must be hyper-aware of one’s own body, one’s own 
self in order to contemplate the body and self of 
another – that is empathy. Sound distracts us from 
the present. And, to be really truthful, I can’t stand 
noise. I find most sound, other than interesting 
conversation or great music, distracting and 
annoying. There’s nothing I hate more than the 
cacophony of ten video installations in a museum 
with all that sound bleeding from one room to the 
next and I avoid that at all cost.  

G.A.: Since your work is by nature immersive, what 
role do traditional notions of format and duration 
play in your installations? I am particularly thinking of 
works like knots + surfaces (2001) which subvert the 
classical representation of bees as “human’s fuzzy 
friends” and propose a bee-like frenzied presence 
instead. What is the maximum length to which you 
would push a loop or linear footage? 

D.T.: Traditional formats and durations cannot 
accommodate my perspective so I have dispensed 
with them. Since my pieces are not narrative, there is 
no beginning, middle or end. They could just go on 
forever. When I do exhibitions people always want 
to include running times for the work as if they are 
movies or single-channel works. I don’t want to ever 
denote a running time or to make a work that even 
remotely seems to be “linear”.  

Many of my pieces are synchronized so 
that the experience of space in the piece is broken 
up or made fluid. For example, in a work like 
Delphine, the piece is synced and is edited 
altogether – all four screens at once make up a vast 
liquid world in which the balletic movements of the 
dolphins are coordinated through the editing. 
Instead of editing for time in this piece I edited for 
movement. The choreography was of primary 
importance so that a viewer could feel the 
limitlessness and continuousness of a cetacean’s 
underwater world. In contrast, the work you 
mention, knots + surfaces is left unsynchronized 
and this adds to the frenetic feeling of the piece. 
The bees are not choreographed or edited for a 
reasonable kind of realization of space, they are 
instead layered – multiple transparent layers of 
bees on top of one another and are allowed to run 
into and over one another in a kind of image of 
chaos (though we know bees live in a very ordered 
world – it reads chaotically to us) and this has its 
own distinct beauty.  

G.A.: The documentaristic approach also constitutes 
one of the most challenging aspects for artists 
working with animals. Wildlife documentaries have 
been a staple of my growing up as a child. I am a 
massive David Attenborough fan. I would watch his 
documentaries every day, as they used to run after 
lunch on Italian state TV for many years. Today, 
deconstructive approaches have highlighted the 
ideologies and rhetoric that pervade the diegetic of 
those filmic products. I still love them, since they do 
produce invaluable knowledge on animal life; yet, I 
am also painfully aware of the anthropomorphic 
filter that is always positioned in front of the camera 
lens which filmed the animals. How do you employ 
or avoid anthropomorphism in your work? 

D.T.: I adore David Attenborough and still watch 
everything he does. He is a kind of touchstone for 
me because he has great empathy for beings in 
the natural world - but that is not always 
transferrable. I do not make work from an 
inherently   anthropomorphic   point  of  view   and 
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therefore do not make anthropocentric works. The 
first thing one has to do is to deconstruct the 
monolithic world-view which we are taught to 
adopt and build subjectivity back up as 
simultaneous and multiple. In this way, I hope to 
allow some empathetic insight into what other 
kinds of being might be like. What might it be like 
to be the last of one’s species, as Sudan, the 
northern white rhino in my newest work As Radical 
as Reality, is? What is it like to be guarded in one’s 
loneliness by two armed rangers? What is it like to 
live in a world where nearly everyone wants to kill 
you for a simple feature of your anatomy? I try to 
get to that through the actual installation. I filmed 
him from two sides with the cameras facing one 
another and Sudan in-between. I then installed it 
with two intersecting screens. I filmed him as the 
sun   set   over  him   so  we see  him from two sides 

simultaneously and he becomes iconic and 
immortal in a way. It’s simple really – the sun sets 
on his species, the sun sets on him. But the physical 
choreography of the screens, though it seems 
simple, is complex because it folds space over on 
itself. When space is folding, there is no time or 
place for anthropomorphism. 

G.A.: Whilst it might not be obvious to the casual 
gallery-goer, your work is underpinned by a solid 
poststructuralist/posthumanist framework. Could 
you tell us who has been your biggest influences 
and how they have informed your work? 

D.T.: Angela Carter, Mary Shelley, Bruce Nauman, 
Jason Smith, John Ford. My work is inspired by 
literature, philosophy, art, and film and often by 
new scientific discoveries. Sometimes all at once. I 

     

Delphine, Four video projectors, nine-monitor video wall, five players, and four L ED wash lights, 1999, Installation view, Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art, Los Angeles, California, 2015 © Diana Thater, Courtesy t he artist and Hauser & Wirth. 
Photo: Fredrik Nilsen 

Diana Thater
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know nothing about philosophy and read it 
randomly like fiction but am genuinely inspired by 
the many insights I find there and have found on 
numerous occasions that contemporary theory 
meshes with my own view of the world. One 
consistent idea that I admire in the work of the 
writers, artists, and theorists I mention: Being is 
multiple and complicated but it can be portrayed 
in deceptively simple ways. We can get to a notion 
of folded space by just using two projections and 
two criss-crossed screens.  

G.A.: Much of your work incorporates and 
problematizes specific philosophical issues that 
have been central to the field of human-animal 
studies, like the paradigm of the ‘animal gaze’, for 
instance. How closely have you been following the 
development  of  this  academic  field  and what is 

your take on its present relevance in art? 

D.T.: We can collapse time using editing and an 
inexpensive flat screen. There must be an ease to the 
presentation that allows the actual complications to 
be presented. I have learned that everything in the 
work can’t be complicated or it becomes 
unreadable. That is something I have learned from 
the influences I mention. 

I recently started reading about 
speculative realism through the writing of Brian 
Willem, and it allows for things that are other than 
human, the animal, and even objects, to have 
agency. I find that it meshes with my work in 
interesting ways. I have been dealing with this 
precise subject for 25 years now and am happy to 
see it addressed in an expression of a pure idea. 
Often the  expression  of these new ideas inspires 

Diana Thater  
As Radical as Reality, two video projectors, two media players, Altuglass Visio  screens, 2017, Installation view, The Mistake Room, 
Los Angeles, California, 2017 © Diana Thater. Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth Photo: Fredrik Nilsen 
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me to make something new in turn. My task often is 
to take ideas expressed in language and interpret 
them visually through my own particular lens. And 
so, they become accessible to an audience in all 
their depth and with all the fluidity they possess. 
Observation and contemplation, as science and art 
have taught us, lead to deep understanding of a 
subject. 

G.A.: One of the most poignant works included at
the MCA retrospective was Chernobyl: a multi-
projection, full-immersive installation in which the
current state of the town is cast in its contradictory
and fragmented dysfunctionality. Incidentally, I
happen to be writing this set of question on what is
the 31st anniversary of the nuclear disaster that so
severely   impacted   animals,   people,   and  plants

in the mid-1980s. I remember the tangible fear as 
a child: the radioactive cloud came over Milan in 
May 1986. We were told not to run in the grass, to 
keep away from the rain, not to swim in rivers and 
lakes, and not to drink milk.  Ever since Chernobyl 
has triggered curiosity as a site in which visibility 
and invisibility are orchestrated by a political 
regime renowned for its lack of transparency. At 
the same time, and sadly so, it is a site where the 
results of the destructive impact of human 
activities on the environment can be measured 
and monitored. What prompted you to go there?  
What did you hope to film? And what did you find 
instead? 

D.T.:  Chernobyl  is  one  of  the  few  actual  post- 

 Diana Thater  
 Chernobyl, six video projectors and six players, 2011, Installation view, Hauser & Wirth, London, 
 United Kingdom, 2011 © Diana Thater. Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth Photo: Peter Mallet 
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human landscapes on earth (the other of course is 
Fukushima). I went there to find the animals who 
have re-colonized what is either poetically or 
frighteningly called “The Zone of Alienation”. I had 
read that the animals there were thriving but found 
out it was quite the opposite. The animals who are 
unlucky enough to live there are struggling to 
survive. They do so not only in the poisoned 
wooded areas and overgrown fields but also within 
the crumbling remains of the city of Pripyat – a 
purpose-built Soviet city that housed the workers 
for the nuclear power plant, which was totally 
abandoned in 1986. But, to your question, when I 
go on a shoot I always have an “ideal shot” and I 
always fail to get it. But here I got it – I got the shot 
I wanted – Przewalski's Horses (the last breed of 
wild horses) wandering down the streets of a 
destroyed, overgrown, ghost city. 

G.A.: In A Cast of Falcons, you worked with captive 
birds. However, recently you have been shifting 
away from working with captive animals. What is at 
stake in this choice? 

D.T.: At stake is the question of animal subjectivity, 
which is inextricably bound up with human 
subjectivity in a kind of knot. I have filmed animals 
who are kept captive by humans in order to think 
through their fraught relationship. Now I find that I 
can contemplate that without captivity as the 
foundation. As I move and am changed by my 
work - from piece to piece - I hope that the viewer 
who sees my work over the years is moved and 
changed as well. 

G.A.: I have asked this question to many 
contemporary artists that have been interviewed in 
Antennae from Gary Hume to Oleg Kulik, and 
Richard Billingham…so I am curious to ask you 
too: “How important is beauty in your work?” I ask 
since, as you know, beauty was a central problem 
to the postmodernist aesthetics and it today still 
remains a somewhat troubled entity in 
contemporary art.  

D.T.:  People  find  the  beautiful  suspect.  Serious 

artworks need to be dry and colorless. We must be 
capable of accepting a critique that takes 
aesthetics into account. Every artist now finds it 
necessary to make a video “installation” in 
addition to their painting or sculptural practice and 
they’re mostly just terrible journalism – badly shot 
and badly edited and ugly but very SERIOUS. 
Maybe they think that beauty isn’t critical but from 
my point of view, it's a deadly serious game. 
Beauty is one of the prerogatives of the work of art. 
It is rare and precious. And for my work, in 
particular, beauty is an entrance-point. It must be 
gorgeous on some level so that you want to enter 
into it and engage with it. I want viewers to turn a 
corner and be astounded by the richness and 
depth of an installation. I want them to say 
“Oooooo” and plunge in and there they will find a 
different experience from any they’ve had before. 
Color is the seductive key to that. And that’s 
another thing I don’t understand - the 
chromophobia of the art world. What’s the 
problem with rich, sumptuous color, which is like 
the hammer in our toolbox – a key foundational 
tool? Art is one of the few places where color can 
be loosened from its ties to the real and can 
become a free-floating signifier to be used at will. 
Making beauty and finding beauty in a world made 
ugly by humans is a revolution and I fully intend to 
be a revolutionary. I find that most critical 
opposition to the beautiful is because it is seen as 
insincere and a distraction. How is it that the abject 
is somehow authentic and the beautiful is not? I 
reject that. Artworks pose new problems and the 
solutions are not where beauty lies, it lies in the 
expression of the problem itself. That is what is 
most difficult. It’s hard to enter into a work if the 
opening salvo is negational. It turns a viewer away. 
The work must first attract and then, once you are 
in it, it can repel. But first, you need to draw 
someone in so that you can talk to them. 

G.A.: When we walked through your installation 
set-up at MCA projectors, cables, and screens 
were everywhere on the floor, walls, and shelves. 
You had a clear vision in mind and knew exactly 
how things were going to pan out in the end. 
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Then, I saw you spending time with each individual 
projector in order to achieve the perfect image 
alignments, the perfect quality. Between 2001 and 
2003 I worked at Whitechapel Art Gallery in 
London and slide and video projectors were my 
worst nightmare. I remember shivering in fear 
when  I  worked  on  the  Nan Goldin retrospective 

and was told that The Ballad of Sexual Dependency 
would require 12 slide projectors to work in unison. 
What is your relationship with projectors and more 
generally with the technological interface involved 
in your work? 

D.T.: Ha! Most people are afraid of the technology 

A Cast of Falcons, five video projectors, display computer, Watchout system, and two Source Four lights, 2008. Installation view, 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, California,  2015 © Diana Thater Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth Photo: Fredrik Nilsen 
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aspect in art. Collectors most of all. An art collector 
recently said to me “I don’t collect video because 
I can’t understand the technology. Convince me 
that I should like it.” She should ask her iPhone, her 
car and her pacemaker that. Our lives are made 
possible by technology. We have to be 
comfortable with it while simultaneously 
understanding how it manipulates us (one-point 
perspective in film for example.) In order to 
deconstruct it, we first have to know how to use it. 

When I was in graduate school I bought 
these big, old three-gun video projectors and 
learned how to set up, adjust and repair them. I 
used those projectors for years till they finally gave 
out. You have to know your tools well enough to 
know what they can and cannot do – most 
important for me are the limitations of the 
technology. 

All art is technology. Culture, in order to be 
culture,  must  invent  tools and machines. Painting, 

after all, has gone through a long period of 
examination of paint itself and an analysis of the 
brushstroke and the canvas – those are 
technologies. What is video but material? And 
shooting and editing are the representation and 
the brushstrokes. The architecture of the spaces I 
use is the canvas. Put it in those terms and maybe 
the average viewer can grasp it. Technology fills 
our lives so why shouldn’t we make art with it, pull 
it apart, and reveal its politics? My goal is to always 
make technology do what it’s not meant to do. 
Take it to the point of breaking it and then you 
know the boundaries and can work within them or 
without them. Being afraid of technology makes 
you a victim of it. Know it and you at least know 
how a piece of the apparatus works. And you are 
closer to knowing how you are being manipulated 
and for what purpose. 

G.A.: Many  of your works  involve  filming outside 

Diana Thater 

As Radical as Reality / A Runaway World, four video projectors, four media players, Al tuglass Visio screens 2017. Installation view, The 
Mistake Room, Los Angeles, California, 2017 © Diana Thater. Courtesy the artist and Hauser & Wirth Photo: Fredrik Nilsen 
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the studio. How important is location in your work 
and what differentiates those works in which you 
encounter animals on their own grounds from 
those filmed in a studio? 

D.T.: To understand another being we must go to 
them, literally and figuratively. How can we see an 
animal truly unless we film her in her own 
landscape, her own environment? Animals are 
integral parts of their environment – they figure 
into different ecosystems and we must necessarily 
see them as parts of those ecosystems. To look at 
a free animal in their own world is to observe a web 
of meaning and the web is what I’m after – not the 
singularity, so I have to go to them – for example, 
my recent work in Kenya includes a piece with 
elephants titled A Runaway World. I spent time 
with conservationists off-road tracking the 
elephants and filming them at watering holes. It’s 
a gift to see wild, free animals in their own space 
and in their own time. As well, the landscape itself 
becomes an integral part of the work. The way an 
animal navigates its landscape tells us a lot about 
them and of course, the landscapes are often 
complex in and of themselves and lend great 
beauty to the work. 

G.A.: Which has been your favorite ‘on-site' 
shooting situation and why?  

D.T.: I recently filmed Sudan, the northern white 
rhino, as well as herds of bull elephants and a few 
of the big tuskers in Kenya and this was by far the 
most amazing filming experience. These animals 
feel so prehistoric, massive, magnificent and 
fragile. Time seemed to slow down when I was with 
them and I felt like I’d always been there so I tried to 
make the work have this kind of timeless feeling. In 
both pieces (As Radical as Reality and A Runaway 
World) I filmed just after sunset so that the sun sets 
forever in a kind of continuous magic hour. 

G.A.: What are you currently working on?

D.T.: I am planning on going to the arctic either 
this year or next in order to film polar bears in the 
wild. I’d like to document them before they are 
gone and have some ideas for an installation. I’m 
very interested in documenting a natural world in 
rapid decline. I want these species to live 
somewhere other than in zoos when they are gone 
from the wild – once we’ve extinguished them all 
– it seems to me that they should live in art where
we have the opportunity to contemplate them and
the beauty of their existence and ask ourselves why
we destroyed their world and our own in the
process.
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Who is the third who walks always beside you? 
When I count, there are only you and I together 

But when I look ahead up the white road 
There is always another one walking beside you 

Gliding wrapt in a brown mantle, hooded 
I do not know whether a man or a woman 
-- But who is that on the other side of you? 

T.S. Eliot – The Wasteland[1] 

ho is the “third” in T.S. Eliot’s 

“other” walking beside “you and I 
together” amidst the poem’s burst of fragmented 
images? And more importantly still, who is the “I,” 
this voyeur constituting the work through his or her 
relation to “you” and “the third”? Perhaps, akin to 
the question posed by Eliot’s narrator, one might 
also interrogate Pierre Huyghe’s video 
piece, Untitled (Human Mask), 2014: Who is the 
“other?” Huyghe’s “third” figure – neither man nor 
woman, but a macaque – is “othered” through its 
mask   and   performance.   The   macaque   leads 

 
 
 
 
 

the viewer, not down a "white road,” but through 
a ruined landscape, punctuated by temporal 
disorientations. In sum, the bizarre “narrative” 
amounts to a psychological journey in which 
Huyghe probes the nature of the “other.” But what 
does it mean for Huyghe to stage his concept of 
the “open form,” within the Freudian concept of 
“the other,” or in this case, a macaque in a post-
apocalyptic landscape? Ultimately, I contend that 
Huyghe’s “open” embodiment within the form of 
a macaque and the viewer’s reciprocal interaction 
with its “othered” nature illuminates a radically 
freeing inability to know the self, the landscape, 
and narrative time itself. 

In its UK premier at Huyghe’s 2014 
exhibition IN. BORDER. DEEP at Hauser & Wirth, 
London, Untitled (Human Mask) was set in a pitch-
black room. In keeping with his other videos, such 
as Streamside Day Follies, 2003 Huyghe 
structures (Untitled) Human Mask, akin to a musical 
score, complete with a prelude, various 
movements, and coda. Rather than articulating a 
narrative, he situates the onlooker in media res, 
forcing the viewer to experience the video. Within 
the  darkness  of  the  gallery, the work opens with 

W poem" The Wasteland", 1922, the silent 

PIERRE HUYGHE’S  
UNTITLED (HUMAN MASK): 
THE “OTHER” IN THE “OPEN” 

Pierre Huyghe’s video Untitled (Human Mask), 2014 presents the performance of a masked macaque within a 
post-apocalyptic landscape. Its uncanny movement, in combination with the revelation of the interior and 
exterior landscape, and the temporal conundrum that Huyghe incites through his filming technique, 
problematizes the ontology of the macaque. In doing  so, it forces the viewer to question his or her relation to 
the “other,” understanding of self, and ultimately knowledge itself. In this unmooring of supposedly stable 
knowledge, the macaque instead elicits a type of relational understanding, rooted in the experiential and 
psychological in spite of the “no-man’s-land” post-apocalypse in which it resides.  

Text by: Laurel McLaughlin 
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a scene featuring a ruined landscape. Rapidly 
shifting panning shots pivot the viewer’s gaze from 
one desolate view to the next. Over a loudspeaker, 
garbled Japanese rings out across the desolation 
and pierces the intermittent buzzing from what the 
viewer assumes is the camera. Its broken-record 
sound is the only semblance of a human presence 
left among dilapidated homes, overgrown 
sidewalks, and graffiti scribbles. Suddenly, 
darkness envelops the camera. A white mask 
slowly emerges from the velvety blackness of the 
video. Its wearer’s body remains unseen and clings 
to the shadows, only revealing itself in twitching 
movements, much like the camera’s introductory 
spasms. Wandering and peering around corners, 
the camera finally shows the back of a wigged 
head, the side of a mask, and a hairy hand. Shifting 
restlessly in a chair, a Japanese macaque, wearing 
a childlike navy blue dress stares at a wall, alone 
It proceeds to clamber around a domestic space
seemingly unaware of the camera, stopping at times
only to sit pensively. 

Who is the “Third”? 

Between the viewer and the camera’s gaze, who is 
“the third” in Untitled (Human Mask)? Thrown 
into strange places, both a ruined exterior 
landscape and a desolate interior domestic scene, 
Huyghe pairs the viewer with an unexpected and 
uncanny companion. Although one might not 
immediately compare Untitled (Human Mask) with 
Huyghe’s former work due to its pointedly eerie 
nature, the overall scenario of the video echoes 
Huyghe’s idiosyncratic conceptual and 
epistemological questions posed in works such 
as L’Ellipse, 1998, The Third Memory, 2000, 
and Streamside Day Follies, 2003. Invoking 
Huyghe’s concept of the “open,” which art 
historian Amelia Barikin describes in Parallel 
Presents, Untitled (Human Mask) relies upon 
relationalities, linking incomplete, multivalent, and 
evolving meanings.[2] This type of openness 
functions as a mode and process for Huyghe. 
Inherent   to   such   projects   are  “no-knowledge 

zones,” which art historian Molly Nesbit defines as 
“unexhausted” and “unchartered” spaces with 
potential for new experiences.”[3] Within such 
evolving relationships, the viewer encounters 
“rough,”ximprovisationalxknowledge.[4] Undomes-
ticated and uncategorizable, as curator Hans Ulrich 
Obrist discusses in an interview about Huyghe’s 
work, such knowledge poses a challenge to the 
human instinct to dominate through knowing, and 
instead requires a different kind of understanding 
rooted in the relational.[5] 

In Untitled (Human Mask), Huyghe frames 
his concept of the “open” within a form, an 
“other” – a macaque. Wearing a mask resembling 
a human face, it acts “too human” for the viewer’s 
comfort. But what exactly is the power behind this 
uncanny feeling that the viewer feels at the libidinal 
level in Huyghe’s video, and why does it hold such 
potency? In his filmic inclusion of a macaque that 
communicates through performance with the viewer, 
Huyghe poses a challenge to historical Western 
epistemological traditions which are fundamentally 
reliant upon on rational analyses. Kaja Silverman’s 
scholarship in Flesh of My Flesh articulates just such an 
alternative knowledge system beyond that of the 
Western Cartesian dualism that notoriously divorces 
the body from the mind. She posits a concept of 
“ontological flesh,” composed of phenomenological 
analogies, a psychoanalytic concept that in some 
ways mirrors Huyghe’s concept of the “open.” 
Silverman contends that analogies highlight 
commonalities rather than differences, ultimately 
revealing inherent human and worldly relations. She 
theorizes that such structures link humans together 
on earth, instead of aspiring to links promoted in a 
delayed Messianic transcendence.[6] This worldly 
kinship serves to bond the “self” to “other.” 
Silverman’s theory galvanizes a communal and 
distinctly worldly spirit to articulate a reality that is an 
“‘unfinished universality,” rather than a closed order, 
much like Huyghe’s “open.”[7] Embedded at its core 
is the acknowledgement that humans do not and 
cannot know everything, thereby leaving room for 
mystery and worldly revelation. Her nuanced and 
scrupulous   psychoanalytic   and   literary  analysis, 
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shed light upon the relational strategies 
embedded within Huyghe’s work and serve as the 
theoretical core of this argument.[8] 

Woven within Silverman’s characterization of 
relational “ontological flesh” is her depiction of an 
“oceanic feeling,” first articulated in the mutual 
admiration and friendship between Sigmund Freud 
(1856-1939) and Romain Rolland (1866-1944). As 
Silverman recounts from their letters, Freud and Rolland 
explored a system of “contact” communicates a sense 
of limitlessness in the world rooted in human finitude. 
This knowledge of finitude, of a limit, promotes a vast 
and “oceanic” “‘love for mankind,’” in their own 
words.[9] Silverman explains that Freud and Romain 
understood the gift of analogy, or relationality, as 
a mutual acknowledgement of mystery within the 
world. Returning to Huyghe’s video with this 
structure of relational understanding in mind, one 
recognizes that what the viewer initially brings to 
the     video    is    the    antithesis    of    Silverman’s 

relationality. The viewer at London’s Hauser & 
Wirth meets the macaque with the preconceptions 
of the Western Cartesian divide, the mind versus 
the body, and the domineering goal of 
conquering knowledge. This insatiable desire on 
the part of man to know and to create dominion 
through that knowing can be traced within the 
Judeo-Christian tradition embedded within the 
Western psyche back to the biblical story of Adam 
in Genesis, in which God gave him the authority to 
name the animals, and thereby to “know” 
them.[10] Such categorization of knowledge, 
separating man from animals, constitutes the 
foundations of what humanity terms “culture” as 
opposed to “nature,” its freer and evolving 
counterpart. Huyghe’s mysterious macaque, 
however, subverts this power dynamic in the 
relational manner that Silverman describes. 

The macaque embodies an “open” form 
through  its  mask that, along with its animal body, 
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portrays a paradoxical marker of both “nature” 
and “culture” within the same entity. The mask 
elicits multiple and multivalent meanings that 
break down the binaric terms of body versus mind 
and nature versus culture by way of its origin in the 
traditional Japanese Noh theater. Huyghe’s 
staging of the “other” within a macaque wearing 
the mask of an Eastern culture could have easily 
bordered on the problematic interpretation of 
an exoticized Eastern “other” presented to the 
Western viewer. But in the projective performative 
qualities of the Noh masking tradition, combined 
with the breakdown of the “nature” versus 
“culture” binary, the presence of the macaque in 
such a mask points to an understanding of a 
universal “self” that defies the binary of East versus 
West.  

What does the mask signify then? In 
donning the Noh mask, the macaque masquerades 
its animal nature within the guise of culture or the 
signification of the human. The mask problematizes 
the ontological categorization of the macaque 
through its signification within the human, thereby 
undermining natural hierarchy. At once, it is both a 
creature of nature, elevated to the “highest form” of 
its species – man – with the mask, and simultaneously 
it is a macaque with a masquerading human face, it 
is “uncultured” and “primitive.” Here, nature is 
cultured and culture is natured. Is this a matter of a 
blurred binary, or perhaps a deeper investigation of 
mixed ontological categories bodied forth through 
the analogical? 

Beyond the initial aesthetic paradox 
presented by the mask, the performance of the 
mask-wearing macaque produces another layer of 
meaning that is embodied. It performs a variation 
of Noh theater, a traditional dramatic form which 
elicits psychological participation on the part of the 
viewer. Traditionally, Noh Theatre relies upon the 
“neutral” masking of the face, proffering agency to 
its audience through the veiling of the actors’ facial 
expressions. The protagonist of the Noh play wears 
the mask as a means to hide his emotions, allowing 
the audience to project their own emotions upon 
the mask.[11] In doing so, the audience interprets the 
play   through   a  conspicuous  subjective  lens,  in 

addition to the objective lens generated from the 
play itself. While the viewer introspectively 
interacts, so does the actor, as he draws closer to 
his own interior self, not only on a performative 
level but a spiritual one as well.[12] In this regard, is 
as if the mask functions as a double-sided mirror 
for both the audience and the actor. 

Similarly, the mask acts as a double-sided 
mirror in Untitled (Human Mask), exposing another 
layer of performance – that of the human. By 
veiling the macaque, a signifier of the natural 
world, in a mask, a marker of the human world, 
Huyghe suggests that perhaps the macaque is 
more human than the human is. This becomes 
especially apparent as Huyghe shows countless 
scenes of the macaque engaging in moments of 
interior musing. Moreover, following the initial 
scenes of a ruined landscape, the macaque 
appears to be the only sentient being considering 
the world around it. The viewer, in turn, projects 
feelings of guilt, of partial identification, and partial 
mystification onto the mask of the macaque, 
recognizing this anterior evolutionary shadow as 
perhaps more enlightened. In doing so, the viewer 
both loses and finds the “self” in the “other,” and 
sees the subjective in the objective, breaking 
binaries altogether. Although commonplace from a 
Darwinian perspective, this reconfiguration of the 
natural order implies an epistemological expansion of 
the rational Cartesian thought. While logic led René 
Descartes towards his infamous declaration of “I think, 
there I am,” Huyghe’s macaque leads the viewer into 
the phenomenal and psychological realm, querying, 
“I am, therefore I relate.” In keeping with Silverman’s 
analogical structure, which links phenomenal forms 
together in a chain of signification, Huyghe’s 
macaque, whether ontologically categorized as a 
primate- masquerading-“human,” a more-human-
than-human version, or even a somewhere-in-
between, embodies the bond between “nature” 
and “culture” in the common ontological “flesh.” 

The macaque’s guise, however Noh it 
may appear, still retains another element that 
perhaps reveals the perceptual approach to such 
new and aberrant knowledge through its costume. 
For   all  the   psychoanalytic  complexity  that  the 
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viewer projects onto the smooth, white mask, it is 
paired with the simplicity of a little girl’s school dress. 
Cloaked in children’s clothing, a cliché marker of 
innocence, it nevertheless lends a certain aspect of 
newness, creation, fiction, and myth. It is as if amidst 
this post-apocalyptic moment, a new “Adam” or 
“Eve” emerges beyond the hierarchies created by 
humans to delineate power. But in conjuring such 
epistemological “monkey business” between 
“nature” and “culture” as a means to motivate the 
viewer into an interior examination of knowledge 
and categorical systems, what does Huyghe’s 
macaque tell the viewer about his or her relationship 
to “the other” as part and parcel of this phenomenal 
schema? And how exactly does it achieve this 
epistemological undoing? 

In watching Huyghe’s video, the viewer 
registers a sense of unease that creeps along the 
edges of the unconscious. To review, a macaque, 
dressed in human clothes and wig, inhabits a 
domestic scene, performing a contrast of the 
alien with the familiar. Within this staging, the 
psychical element of the “other” lingers between 
the mixing of categories – human and monkey. 
Freud’s theory of the uncanny elucidates the 
interaction between the viewer’s “self” and 
“other.” His seminal essay from 1919, “Das 
Umheimliche,” lists linguistic valences for the 
adjective “uncanny,” unearthing etymological 
references to night hours, gloom, the daemonic 
(that which is hidden), and the ghostly, all of which 
may arise in the unconscious of the viewer while 
beholding Huyghe’s macaque.[13] Perhaps most 
compelling in Freud’s linguistic list for the 
adjective heimlich, or the “homely,” is his inclusion 
of the descriptive valence that links it to 
domesticated animals. Thus, one can assume that 
its opposite, the umheimlich, would resonate with 
some meaning relating to wild animals, along with the 
aforementioned associations, as Freud 
suggests.[14] Based on its root, it also refers to that 
which is withheld from others, coming from Geheim, 
or secret.[15] Heimlich and umheimlich, while they are 
opposites, directly correlate to one another at their 
linguistic     essences,     despite     the    differentiating  

insertion of the negative prefix “um.”[16] Yet, understood 
altogether in the analogical consonance that 
Silverman proposes – the secret and familiar, the 
uncanny and the feeling of unease – these linguistic 
facets once again turn the viewer to a shift in a 
foundational understanding. If the uncanny or the 
strange resides at the core of the familiar, then do we 
really know the familiar, or in this case, the “self?” 

Huyghe employs this Freudian linguistic 
slipperiness as his macaque mirrors the oscillation 
between the familiar and the strange. Throughout 
the video, the viewer watches it clamber around 
the house, much like one might imagine a 
macaque doing; but then, in the next moment, it 
appears to engage in existential contemplation. 
Caught between strident light and darkness, the 
macaque twirls its hair, appearing to think in 
earnest. Huyghe intimately captures it sitting, 
tapping its foot, seemingly waiting. It even plunks 
itself down at a table with a parcel, as if casually 
readying itself for a proper lunch. It performs the 
ritual habits of everyday life, the subconscious 
markers that denote personality and social custom. 
And yet, Huyghe’s montage of close-up moments 
of the macaque’s odd stillness, coupled with its 
erratic movements and odd clothes, return it once 
again to the realm of the uncanny. The macaque’s 
strangeness, enmeshed within the commonplace, 
unravels the essentialist qualities of the 
psychoanalytic categories of the familiar and 
unfamiliar. And, in the wake of such projected 
confusion of "what is it?" the viewer is left to 
imagine, in these meditative shots, about the 
interiority of a monkey – what might have 
previously been an absurd notion. 

To that end, one might assume that such 
psychoanalytic projection onto the macaque and 
its consequential construction of “meaning” 
depend upon the viewer’s reaction. However, in a 
manner akin to Silverman’s concept of analogy, 
this meaning is co-created, composed of both the 
viewing subject and the subject being viewed. [ 17] 
Huyghe achieves this phenomenological 
communication through his meditative panning 
shots,  close-ups,  and  quiet querying views. Such 
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filmmaking utilizes analogical means of 
revelation, disclosing rather than dictating, and 
thus enables co-creation. This phenomenal 
structure of understanding does not come without 
its challenges, however. As the viewer watches the 
macaque picking at its fingernails and looking out 
the window, one sees, or perhaps feels, at the 
libidinal and empathetic level, a kinship (Figure 
2).[18] At the same time, the viewer feels repulsed by 
the macaque, as its hairy body starkly contrasts 
with the innocent schoolgirl outfit; and 
simultaneously, the viewer might feel self-disgust 
at his or her own dark associations between a 
marker of innocence and the uncanny double he 
or she projects onto it. The oscillation between 
empathy and repulsion, as curator Mark Godfrey 
discusses, embodies the viewer’s psychoanalytic 
engagement with the “third” – “the other,” 
revealing the dual diegeses both on and off of the 
screen at the heart of Huyghe’s work.[19] 

This interrogative encounter between the 
“self” and “other,” originates within the 
unconscious. In a sense, the viewer returns to a 
primary place of meaning-making – the Lacanian 
mirror-stage. Huyghe articulates a particularly 
poignant scene in which the macaque not only 
appears to consider its own “self,” but interacts 
with it in a bodily manner – pushing against the 
mirror, struggling to reach its physical and psychic 
depths. In a sense, it enacts an attempt to know its 
“self.” In this way, it performs Lacan’s construction 
of “I.” Not only does the provocative scene 
embody the moment of a child’s act of self-
recognition, but Lacan specifically described it as 
the experience “for a time, however short, 
outdone by the chimpanzee in instrumental 
intelligence, [the child] can nevertheless already 
recognize as such his own image in a mirror” (my 
emphasis).[20] Although Lacan’s invocation of a 
monkey provides a higher-order comparison to 
the limited awareness of the child, the fact that 
both he and Huyghe utilize the macaque as a 
means to know the “self,” inspires a 
reconsideration of the human relationship to 
nature  and  the  environment  at  large. Huyghe’s 

macaque certainly seems to recognize itself. In 
fact, it seems frustrated by its limited existential 
perspective, much like most humans. If a monkey 
can psychologically “work through” this difficult 
excavation of the self, should not the viewer as the 
most “intelligent” of all beings? – perhaps lingers 
in the back of the viewer’s mind. In this instance, 
however, does the acknowledgement of not-
knowing actually become the indicator of highest 
intelligence, as Silverman’s description of the 
“oceanic feeling” posits? 

Freud’s analysis of the origin of “the 
uncanny” suggests that such a radical 
acknowledgement of non-dominant knowledge 
both reveals and denies intelligence in a complex 
and seemingly paradoxical relationship. Freud’s 
recalls a primeval perspective of the uncanny 
called the “omnipotence of thoughts” – before 
humans and macaques alike – from an “animistic” 
past. Freud recalls, “the old, animistic conception 
of the universe…[which] was characterized by the 
idea that the world was peopled with the spirits of 
human beings,” which accounts for the original 
concept of “the uncanny.”[21] Although he qualifies 
this “magic,” “mana,” “omnipotence of ideas,” 
and a “narcissistic overestimation of subjective 
mental processes,” he acknowledges that traces of 
this ancestral thinking pervade modern human 
thought and partially explain mysteries such as the 
“uncanny.”[22] Ultimately, for Freud, an encounter 
with the “other” unearths a latent correspondence 
to a meeting with death. Within the case of 
Huyghe’s video, the macaque confronts death in 
the mirror, the symbol of its “finitude,” as 
Silverman explains. But the death that it sees 
reflected back is not that of a singular death; 
rather, it is a summation of two possible deaths. 
One could be the death of the self without an 
identification with the “other” – resulting in the 
present apocalypse seen in Huyghe’s opening 
scenes.  Another death could be the death of 
autonomous epistemological categories, and the 
death of the concept of the “self” as a singular and 
definitive “I.” Huyghe shows both possibilities in 
one glance in the mirror. Joining the macaque in this 
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similar instance of possible “deaths,” the viewer too 
confronts mortality paradoxically through the 
construction of “self.” At the same time, through the 
viewer’s psychological interaction with the monkey, 
he or she realizes the potential of relationality, the 
only remedy to this reality. 

And yet, Huyghe takes his viewer on 
a journey of self-undoing, showing apertures of 
relationality at various intervals. Huyghe’s scene 
with the mirror is one such crucial encounter. 
Rather than unveiling the nature of the macaque 
as a monkey, with which humans are familiar, it 
functions as a revelatory allegory of human 
experience when faced with the reality that 
perhaps we cannot know ourselves, and thus, we 
cannot know “others” without relationship. Art 
historian Marina Warner characterizes this 
existential reality in Huyghe’s work saying he 
creates a “zone of anxiety” which “involves 
reorientations of personal identity at the most 
fundamental level – ideas about what a person is 
over time, about what is constituted by mind, 
memory, imagination, and other faculties of 
consciousness.”[23] This macaque, then – the 
“third” and the “other” – is the ever-recurrent 
human projection of a paradoxical and anxiety-
ridden, future, and vestigial desire to know the 
“self.”[24] 

Landscape Made Strange: Apocalypse 

The aspects of phenomenal knowledge, the feeling 
of the uncanny, and the consequential types of death 
that the viewer encounters in the macaque are not 
limited to its body and performance in Huyghe’s 
video; but instead, the landscape manifests aspects 
of the nature of the creature as well. This 
characterizes the landscape as more than a mise-en-
scène, but an active psychological “figure” within the 
construction of the uncanny. Huyghe’s oeuvre set a 
precedent for such an engagement with the 
landscape both diegetically and structurally. His 
video One Million Kingdoms, 2001 uses the 
landscape in order to further divulge the nature of 
the fictional protagonist. This earlier video imparts a 
lens through which one can view the landscape 
in Untitled (Human Mask). 

In One Million Kingdoms, Huyghe’s main 
character is a manga character named “AnnLee” 
whose relations between the “self” and “other” 
(the latter being the landscape in this case), reveals 
a phenomenological connection to site for AnnLee 
and the viewer, much like Huyghe’s macaque. As 
a character, AnnLee epitomizes Huyghe’s “open 
form” due to her nature as a “shell,” which formally 
absorbs sound, sight, and movement, much 
like Huyghe’s  concept  of the “open.” Purchased 
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from a Japanese agency that provides manga 
characters to gaming companies in raw form, 
AnnLee provided a theoretical and digital site for 
construction. She was a structural model within 
Huyghe's artistic community for character 
manipulation and the proliferation of numerous 
projects. Her primary history, however, is indebted 
to Mamoru Oshii’s animated film Ghost in the 
Shell, 1995, based on a manga from Shirow 
Masmune.[25] In this original manga material, a 
Puppet Master controls a community of cyborg 
manga characters with “ghosts” that inhabit their 
forms with a sense of human existence, both 
“liberating” them from their cyborg natures, but 
also problematizing identity and recognition. 

Huyghe and his artist collaborators hijacked 
this manga schematic, inhabiting AnnLee’s character 
in a manner akin to the Puppet Master from Oshii’s 
original narrative. And yet, Huyghe situates her alone 
within a post-apocalyptic zone – a digital nothing-
scape. The video focuses on her interiority, which is 
co-opted by both Huyghe and the ghost of Neil 
Armstrong repeating his 1969 lunar landing, and her 
relation to the terrain. As she speaks, the landscape 
responds to the movements of her body and the 
appropriated sounds speaking through her, 
constituting a jagged and barren digital wilderness, 
which then dissolves as her body continues walking. 
Her form, a frail and thin line of blue, adds to this 
intimate relationship with the land, both illuminating 
the space, but also allowing it to co-opt her form 
through her own transparency. 

AnnLee is the protagonist in the film, and 
yet, she is narratively voiceless. Others speak through 
her, but she remains present. Her presence creates 
the landscape and simultaneously destroys it. What 
exactly is AnnLee then and how does she relate to the 
masked macaque? AnnLee, like the macaque, is a 
“shell,” as Tom McDonough contends, arguing that 
she occupies a liminal theoretical space between the 
signifying object and its anthropocentric context, but 
she does not inhabit the status of a 
“ghost.”[26] McDonough further qualifies AnnLee as 
a space: “AnnLee confronts us in No Ghost [and One 
Million Kingdoms] as a monstrously strange figure… 
grotesque   to   the   degree   that   it  appears  before  

us décrassé, as a pure object, a pure event.”[27] She 
is both ontologically a fictional character and 
simultaneously a theoretical space, or landscape. 
AnnLee’s merger with the terrain desecrates the 
neat ontological categories of being and space, 
“self” and “other.” Her figure does not simply 
move through the digital landscape but breathes 
it into being through directed speech and 
presence. In her utterance of the Neil Armstrong’s 
lunar landing, the viewer considers the impact of a 
“human” presence in the foreign landscape. 
Are humans truly the protagonists or is the 
landscape also a protagonist revealing its own 
meaning? 

Returning to Silverman, the intimate 
resonance between AnnLee’s phenomenal form and 
the seemingly inhospitable landscape in which she 
dwells suggests that the landscape is analogically 
equivalent in some way to the “human” figure of 
AnnLee. Both AnnLee and the landscape form one 
another, offering a sort of mirror quality that exposes 
their mutual interdependence. One could liken 
Huyghe’s macaque to the liminal identity of AnnLee, 
in that it too is not a specter; but rather, its uncanny 
nature acts as an embodiment of the landscape 
around it, and in that embodiment, calls the viewer 
to respond. 

But how does the macaque relate to the 
landscape in Huyghe’s Untitled (Human Mask) and 
what elicits the viewer’s response? The fragmented 
and somewhat vacant diegesis crucially 
begins without the presence of the macaque. An 
intense buzzing noise and a zoomed-in perspective 
inhospitably greet the viewer as the camera shows 
unrecognizable graffiti scribbles across the façade of 
a building. As the buzzing subsides, the camera pans 
overviews of a trashed town, rapidly changing 
direction and sometimes erratically spinning the 
camera towards another area. The camera gradually 
leads the viewer’s gaze down deserted streets, 
once bustling with life-based on the vast remnants. 
Huyghe presents a ruined topography, a scene of 
post-apocalypse with no protagonist in sight. 
Much like the jagged pixel-scape in One Million 
Kingdoms, the landscape that the viewer 
encounters  is  hostile.  Despite  the  fact   that  the 
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landscape appears deserted in both Huyghe 
works, the viewer comes to understand that these 
spaces are occupied. In the case of One Million 
Kingdoms, there is a layering of occupation, from 
the form of AnnLee to Neil Armstrong's voice 
emanating from her to Huyghe’s gesture of 
inhabitation. In Untitled (Human Mask), Huyghe 
impresses upon the viewer, even in the first 
seemingly vacant shots, that they are the foreign 
occupants of this landscape. The dynamic of the 
“self” and “other” relationship is reversed. 

It is reversed through the landscape made 
strange by human presence and its returning gaze. 
In the opening scenes, existence, or access to 
these spaces, signals a certain former mastery over 
the space and simultaneously pictures its present 
and future consequences. These repercussions are 
then manifested within the embodiment of the 
macaque, a receptor for such fallout – a shell. The 
beginning scenes of Untitled (Human Mask) do not 
show a fictional expanse as in One Million 
Kingdoms, but rather, the reality of a real 
wasteland. The buzzing in the beginning of the 
video and the rapid tracking shots are aural 
signifiers of the drone that is filming and revealing 
the ruined landscape of Ōkuma and Futaba in the 
Fukushima Prefecture of Japan. Capturing the 
wreckage of the Daiichi nuclear meltdown, 
triggered by the 2011 earthquake and tsunami 
Tōhoku, which caused a mass evacuations 
and killed over 1,600 people, the drone is the only 
presence that can exist in the radioactive 
environment.[28] It provides a surrogate eye in 
which the viewer optically understands or captures 
the landscape. And yet, this is not “capturing” at 
all, in the sense of an exertion of power. It is only 
through such mechanized aid that Huyghe filmed 
this landscape at all. What does it mean that the 
viewer can only see this view through technology? 
In displaying the landscape to the viewer 
in Untitled (Human Mask), Huyghe exposes the 
havoc that humanity has imposed upon the terrain 
of Fukushima. Just as AnnLee speaks her 
landscape into being and simultaneously destroys 
it, the eye of the viewer through the drone sees the 

consequences of the creation of Daiichi and the 
landscape which mankind has ruined in Untitled 
(Human Mask). Imposed upon the viewer in 
looking, is the guilt of environmental disaster. This 
same type of sight is transferred to the macaque in 
the following scenes. 

The viewer confronts the macaque 
wearing a mask, inhabiting a domestic landscape, 
embedded within the wasteland of Fukushima. In 
the shift from the beginning scenes of an exterior 
landscape to the ones of the interior, it is as if 
Huyghe hijacks the viewer’s body, much that like 
that of AnnLee, and sutures him or her into a 
context made foreign by mankind’s actual 
destruction. But Huyghe makes the viewer aware 
of his or her domineering mode of sight, as he or 
she encounters private moments with the 
macaque that seem strange to view. Akin to the 
destructive impulse of the wreckage, the viewer is 
made aware of the problematic type of sight that 
he or she brings to the landscape – the desire to 
dissect, to analyze, to create meaning. But that 
same impulse to create contributed to the 
construction of Daiichi, a project, which given its 
risks to the environment and surrounding 
inhabitants, should have been reconsidered. The 
death that Huyghe presents in the landscape is the 
death that the viewer meets when human 
relationality is not extended to the “other.” 

The landscape then, like AnnLee and the 
macaque, reveals an added layer of the “other” 
with which the viewer must contend. Surrounding 
the viewer within the historical reference and an 
extension of the unknown, landscape continues 
Huyghe’s investigation of fixed knowledge coming 
undone. Operating in a revelatory manner, the 
drone presents what would otherwise be 
forbidden to the viewer, ruined by human 
intervention in the landscape. It also proffers a 
fictive realm, one entirely beholden to the 
imaginative associations between the images of 
apocalypse and the interior images of domesticity, 
which the viewer assumes are in the same place. 
The viewer instead construes meaning between 
the   nature   of  the  macaque  and  the  landscape 
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through the correspondence between the first 
images of ruin and the intimate scenes of the 
macaque which follow, suturing together pieces of 
an unknown puzzle presented through the eye of 
the drone. 

But what does it mean that the viewer can 
only see through the eyes of the drone? What do 
these limits imply? In a formal sense, they make the 
viewer much more aware of the directing within 
the video. Huyghe curates each scene vis-à-vis the 
drone; and yet, what the viewer sees implies more 
variability than a camera can perform. Beyond the 
formal distinctions, the use of the drone as a tool 
of mediation leads the viewer to a much darker 
realization. Whereas the landscape, as a marker of 
the “natural,” was made strange by the human 
construction of the nuclear plant, it is made further 
strange by the presence of the drone in its 
wounded state. The drone makes visible both the 
trace of the ecological past but also a projection of 
a future, much like the macaque’s presence. In 
order to access this space, however, the viewer’s 
body must unconsciously acquiesce to the “eye” 
of the camera, thereby creating a type of machine-
animal hybrid in looking. Here, both “nature” and 
“culture” meet within the apparatus of the drone 
camera at the expense of the “purely” human. 
Due to the fact that these categories meet within 
the context of natural disaster, they articulate an 
even deeper paradox: in order to satiate the desire 
to know, humans dominate the landscape to the 
point that they ruin it. And then, they seek to know, 
to “capture,” their own ruin. In accessing the ruin, 
humans lose part of their autonomous humanity 
through the eye of the drone in order to bear 
witness to the ruin.  

Floating above the scene and mediated 
through the camera, the viewer enters a liminal 
zone, aware of its presumed “history” as the site of 
Fukushima; but at the same time, the viewer is 
enveloped within a “nowhere,” as knowledge 
becomes unstable and even pervades the realm of 
fiction. Space becomes layered through history 
and projected guilt in Untitled (Human Mask). It 
shifts from a territory to an “unchartered” “zone,” 

as Molly Nesbit might conclude.[29] In doing so, 
another element of the video is made strange and 
adds to the consuming nature of the macaque and 
its plight. Just as the video references evolutionary 
and historical antecedents, it also incorporates 
another fictional time that spawned Huyghe’s 
video. Huyghe’s reference to the primary source 
jarringly presents the first indication of “othered” 
time within the video. 

“Time Madness” and True Fictions 

In a sense similar to the viewer’s encounter with 
Huyghe’s macaque, Huyghe himself faced a 
similar moment of disbelief in a temporality 
outside of his video and seemingly outside of time 
itself. Huyghe discovered the macaque donning a 
mask in a video on YouTube, the Internet’s 
repository for everything ranging from homemade 
movies capturing the trauma of post-wisdom teeth 
extraction to cats performing impossible feats. This 
cyber-space holds millions of videos from people 
all over the world, without hierarchies or 
categories, and only a search algorithm to dictate 
its temporal and spatial boundaries before the 
viewer. Such an open timescape does not rely on 
narrative or sequence, but on desire, through 
“searches.” While the videos were all filmed at 
distinct times, YouTube can disseminate them at 
the same time, outside of any chronological 
schema. This temporal openness mirrors Huyghe’s 
format of the “open form,” absorbing that which 
comes within its osmotic parameters. The original 
video, entitled “Fuku-chan Monkey in wig, mask, 
works Restaurant!”, expresses an “open” 
temporality, in that it showed a macaque working 
as a waitress in a Japanese restaurant. Just like the 
YouTube video’s infinite looping status within 
digital scape, Huyghe’s video also initiates a 
temporal loop, but only to signal a breakdown. 

The YouTube video featured a macaque 
named Fuku-chan wearing a clown-like mask, with 
exaggerated facial features, clothes that resemble 
an unkempt schoolgirl’s, and a light-brown curly 
wig. Her owner, Kaoru Otsuka accounted for this 
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strange phenomenon by citing imitation as the 
conduit through which Fuku-chan and another 
macaque Yat-chan began working in his restaurant 
Kayabuki, a traditional sake house in the north of 
Tokyo.[30] Originally pets, the macaques started 
following him, he said, mimicking his service to the 
customers. Such imitation, a natural progression 
embedded within most learning processes, quickly 
shifted from play into a power dynamic as Otsuka 
applied for working permits for the macaques. 
Surprisingly, the local authorities approved their 
employment, and Otsuka pays them in soya 
beans.[31] In the video, the macaques jump around 
tables and deliver food – and the viewer can watch 
the video over and over again for amusement. 

Something more sinister, however, lurks 
behind the guise of innocence in this primary 
encounter with the mask-wearing macaque. What 
Huyghe foregrounds in his work is humankind’s 
primary desire to dominate nature, or in this case, 
the “hiring” of the macaques. But despite 
humanity’s efforts, the interiority of the macaque is 
projected onto the viewer and elicits a relational 
connection. Huyghe’s video thus subverts not only 
the natural hierarchy but also the power dynamic 
originally instantiated in the primary source video. 
Instead of reversing such a dynamic, he exposes its 
binaric flaws through the viewer’s self-reflection 
seen in relation with uncanny macaque, which 
evolves throughout the video. In doing so, he 
references multiple temporalities – possible 
realities and fictions. 

The transitions among these various 
temporalities – that of the primary, to the present, 
and the eerie speculative future that the post-
apocalypse invokes, once again, back to Huyghe’s 
oeuvre. In regard to his citational practices, he 
commented that, “At any given moment, fiction 
gives rise to reality – fiction is a programme for 
reality.”[32] In the case of the macaque, the artificial 
situation that Huyghe's film is based on “reality” of 
tragic repetition. Rather than considering the 
consequences in the environment, the power 
plant was built, despite former warnings from 
catastrophes such as Chernobyl. Huyghe creates a 

congruent “fiction” with his story of the macaque, 
taken from a “fiction-like” YouTube account in which 
the seemingly unthinkable occurred as two 
macaques became waiters. These “fictions,” 
however, are not categorically untrue, but in their 
problematic and probable states are grafted into 
history, memory, and possible futures.[33] Stemming 
from the philosophical and epistemological 
queries at the root of his query concerning the 
nature of the macaque, Untitled (Human 
Mask) unravels self-knowledge, which, in turn, 
unmoors larger bodies of knowledge, such as that 
of reality, history, and time itself. Possibility 
becomes the language of such non-knowing. 

In reference to earlier works in Huyghe’s 
oeuvre, Jean-Christophe Royoux characterizes the 
experience of time in Huyghe’s videos as, 

No longer developed according to a 
narrative chain but in the serial articulation 
of each new state of representation. In 
other words, the experience of the story 
no longer relies on the recognition of the 
narrative but on the conscious realisation 
that the successive interpretations each 
time reposition the possibility of 
recognition itself.[34] 

Untitled (Human Mask) functions in a similar manner 
through its loose “score” structure, and ultimately, its 
“open” nature. Through the presentation of 
numerous intertwining temporalities, Huyghe 
constructs an epistemological query concerning the 
nature of time, reflected through the macaque’s 
experience. This ultimately questions the viewer’s 
intellectual understanding of time versus their 
experience of it, as Royoux proposes. The macaque 
enacts the first of these experiential temporal zones 
as it sits and picks at the ends of its hair; lounges on 
a table and taps its leg; and stares at a wall. Shot after 
shot shows these snippets of idle time that add up to 
nothing but sequences without particular meanings. 
Furthermore, these sequential blocks of time occur 
within both light and dark spaces within the domestic 
scene, conjuring an unreal oscillation between night 
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and day, playing upon biological time. It is as if the 
viewer watches the macaque for hours, perhaps 
days. Moreover, the macaque inhabits a living 
room surrounded by wall-length curtains featuring 
a scene of a forest, which Huyghe’s camera zooms 
in upon, blurs, pans over, and tracks. This space 
within a space casts a “doubled” effect upon the 
interior, disorienting the viewer further. These 
instances of expansion, compression, and cutting 
of time point to times beyond “real” time. 

As the macaque embodies temporalities 
beyond “real time,” so too the viewer’s experiential 
reaction and “following” of the temporal unfolding 
in Huyghe’s video induces a temporal anxiety. In 
watching the macaque sit idly, the viewer follows suit, 
counting the minutes and losing a sense of time. 
Amidst this ennui, a cat enters the scene and it too 
stares at the macaque’s foot tapping, and then with 
a haughty askew glance, looks away. The camera 
immediately pans to a maneki-neko plastic cat, 
waving back and forth with each second.[35] Then the 
viewer watches as the macaque spins itself in circles 
until it falls down. These quick, almost random 
moments, shatter linear time that strives to 
encapsulate the viewer in the act of waiting for 
something to happen. Disoriented and fragmented, 
the video enacts a type of anti-narrative, that in its 
inducement of monotony, questions meaning 
altogether. 

At this juncture in the video, Huyghe 
introduces another idiosyncratic theoretical 
concept that echoes strategies used in his wider 
oeuvre. He introduces the “coda” part of his 
“score.” The viewer watches the macaque run all 
over the house listening to a dim thunder, waiting 
and wandering. It enters the kitchen where drips 
dictate the passing seconds and maggots slowly 
eat the food stored in refrigerators and cabinets. A 
light flickers, revealing dead moths stuck in a lamp 
and then strangely, the next shot flashes to dirt. 
Earth. Huyghe’s camera guides the viewer outside 
to rain falling from a rooftop and dripping from a 
plant, enacting a type of visual synonym for the 
dripping faucet inside, which Huyghe’s camera 
returns to throughout the episode, as one low note 

rings in the viewer’s ears. But what is this sudden 
change of pace? 

It is as if Huyghe presents the viewer with 
a moment of “could be,” a moment of the future 
conditional. The viewer thinks back to the initial 
scenes of decay, caused by mankind and 
ultimately its lack of relationality, and then 
compares them with the associational and strange 
moment of beauty, wrapped within the anxiety of 
the macaque. Ultimately, the viewer feels a sense 
of loss in this moment, as if this one aperture to the 
redemptive is a time and space withheld from 
reality – a fiction. As if one could not venture to this 
synonymic space without first becoming lost in 
associations of decay and death. But in watching 
the macaque scurry about the house, afraid of the 
thunder and unpredictability and mystery at the 
root of nature, the viewer falls into a type of “time 
madness,” teetering on the disorienting brink 
between knowing and unknowing, domestic 
space and apocalypse, time and atemporality. At 
that threshold, the viewer encounters a sort of 
baptism into “unknowing” and timelessness as the 
video forces the viewer to cede control of his or 
her preconceived knowledge. This type of 
“rebirth” or “reset button,” organizationally 
functions in a manner akin to a final passage, or 
“coda,” within Huyghe’s “score.” 

But what is this structure and how does it 
relate to the macaque’s nature? In an interview with 
George Baker concerning his piece Streamside Day 
Follies, 2003, Huyghe says that such a score is a 
“time-based event” while the remaining action, or 
the celebration, is the “play.” [36] The “play” involves a 
zone of participation from the viewer. Streamside 
Day Follies first presented such a score in which 
Huyghe mapped out temporal zones of relationality. 
The relationship among temporal zones composed 
the score and functioned in a manner similar to the 
landscape and the encounter with the macaque – 
they return the viewer to the relationship of “self” to 
“other.” In Streamside Day Follies, this occurs 
through an initial view of a deer investigating a new 
suburban development north of New York, which 
then switches to a  documentary  perspective, as the 
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town creates a “tradition” for its own 
being.[37] Huyghe explains in an interview that he 
tried to find a “story” for this “local situation,” a 
ritual for their celebration of the new town, the 
fiction embedded within the reality.[38] Streamside 
Day Follies, much like One Million Kingdoms, 
provides a rich comparison in terms of temporal 
structure and its implications for the viewer’s 
relationship to the macaque. 

In the case of the macaque, as with the 
Streamside Day celebration, their time-based events 
do not rely on quantification for understanding, but 
relationality to the other time zones occurring 
contemporaneously and diachronically. It at first may 
appear as a breakdown, but as Silverman explains 
through Freud and Romain, the acknowledgement 
of finitude, or the ultimate breakdown, is necessary 
in order to reach a resolution within the world. At the 
moment of “reset” in Untitled (Human Mask), when 
the macaque appears to bring the viewer into a 
space of “time madness,” it introduces a type of 
forgotten “tradition,” that of the mystery of time. 
Cast within an apocalyptic zone, with only 
fragmented cues to link together in a semblance of a 
narrative, the viewer is reminded of the vastness of 
time, and his or her small part within it. Accustomed 
to creating schedules, mapping time, and dissecting 
it, the viewer encounters ambiguous and uncanny 
time through the perspective of Huyghe’s macaque 
and consequentially enacts the “play” part of interior 
action within him or herself. Building upon the 
macaque’s presentation of “self” to “other” within 
the viewer’s psyche, the timescape presents “self” to 
the “other,” which in this case, is time itself. 

Huyghe’s “time-based event” essentially 
delineates points within an arbitrary time zone, 
referring to his spatial theory of topology, which he 
defines as a process of translation in which one 
expands an object or situation to its limits in order 
to “discover its affinities with that which exists 
outside of it.”[39] Thus, the score and ensuing 
“play” exist as “points” within Huyghe’s atemporal 
topology of Untitled (Human Mask), and he strives 
to expand these points to their limits. While these 
points    are   clearly   shown   in   Streamside  Day 

Follies, in the encounter with the macaque, the 
timescape towards the end of the video in which 
the macaque becomes noticeably anxious 
seamlessly switches between the score and “play,” 
or the movements and the ending coda. And 
indeed, Huyghe’s video Untitled (Human 
Mask), like Streamside Day Follies, garners 
momentum and speed as the camera pans from 
maggots on the ground, dead moths on a flickering 
light, to the macaque frantically running around the 
house, listening to the thunder outside. These 
spatial and temporal microcosms conflate and 
expand the frantic movements of the macaque, 
but proffer a contrast of awareness. On the one 
hand, Huyghe shows the viewer’s experiential 
awareness of the temporal folding and unfolding, 
and on the other, he contrasts it with the seeming 
non-awareness of maggot and moth viewers of the 
macaque, heightening the drama. The rapid shift 
from point to point within this topology creates a 
type of Deleuzian fold, or loop, that denies 
narrative, as Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev observes 
in Streamside Day Follies – “To fold is to contract 
and to dilate, to protract and retract, to compress 
and to expand, but also to envelop and to 
develop, to involve and evolve.”[40] But in denying 
narrative in this depiction, Huyghe reveals 
freedom at the crux of his “open” form – the 
freedom to choose whether to listen to the 
thunder and “time madness,” or to face both 
within the “other.” 

          After the intense scene, the viewer receives 
neither resolution nor a retrospective backward 
glance. The viewer is left in the end with the true 
climax of the video: with a face – an “open” form that 
stares back with perceiving, black eyes. This face is a 
fleeting look at presence – but a world of 
phenomenal meaning that the viewer seeks to 
embody after encountering the “self” within the 
“other” of the macaque’s performance, landscape, 
and time.   

 As  seen  throughout the  video,  this face is
an “other” to  the  viewer,  but  it  also  actively 
“others”  the viewer,  exposing  mystery  at  the  core 
core of being, and revealing an urgency for  relational 
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understanding. As the viewer projects him or herself 
onto the face, he or she becomes unmoored by the 
lack of knowledge there. The viewer comes full circle 
within him or herself, returning to a natal state 
of not-knowing, where analogical links are possible 
between “self” and “other.” 

It is a strange type of freedom. The 
mystery of the “third” cannot be known or 
experienced by “counting” or mere “looking” as 
Eliot’s narrator queries and Huyghe’s macaque 
embodies. As Huyghe’s video proposes, mystery 
is accessed through the triadic relationship of 
“self” beholden to the presence of an “other” in 
the “open.” 

 Works Cited 

Baker, George. "An Interview with Pierre Huyghe." 
October 110, (Fall 2004) Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2004: 80-106. 

Barikin, Amelia. Parallel Presents. Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2012. 

Christov-Bakargiev, Carolyn. "Pierre Huyghe: Through a 
Looking Glass." Pierre Huyghe at Castello di Rivoli Museo 
d’Arte Contemporanea, Rivoli-Torino, April 21 – July 18, 
2004. Ginevra-Milano: Skira, 2004. 

Eliot, T.S. The Wasteland. New York, NY: Boni and Liveright, 
1922. 

Freud, Sigmund. "The Uncanny."Translated by Alix 
Strachey. Imago, BD. V., 1919. 

Godfrey, Mark. "Pierre Huyghe’s Double Spectacle." Grey 
Room, 32 (Summer 2008) Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
2008: 38-61. 

Higgie, Jennifer. "One Take: Human Mask." Frieze (Feature, 
17 December 2014). Accessed March 22, 
2016, https://www.frieze.com/article/one-take-human-mask. 

Huyghe, Pierre and Françoise Chaloin. “Freed Time Scenarios: 
An Interview with Pierre Huyghe by Françoise 
Chaloin.” Cinéma Cinéma: contemporary art and the cinematic 
experience. Eindhoven: Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum/ 
Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 1999. 

Huyghe, Pierre, and art21. "Pierre Huyghe: Streamside 
Day." art21. Accessed 23 December 
2016, http://www.art21.org/texts/pierre-huyghe/interview-
pierre-huyghe-streamside-day. 

Ishii, Mikiko. "The Noh Theater: Mirror, Mask, and 
Madness.:" Comparative Drama, Vol. 28, No. 1 Early and 
Traditional Drama (Spring 1994): 43-66. 

Lacan, Jacques. "The Mirror Stage as Formative of the 
Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic 
Experience." Écrits: A Selection. Translated by Alan Sheridan. 
London: Tavistock Publications, 1977. 

McDonough, Tom. "No Ghost." October 110 (Fall 2004). 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2004: 107-30. 

Nesbit, Molly. "Two Moons Rise." Robert Lehman Lectures on 
Contemporary Art. New York: Dia Foundation, 2014. 

Obrist, Hans Ulrich. Interviews, Volume I. Edited by Thomas 
Boutoux. Milan: Edizioni Charta, 2003. 

Rath, Eric C. The Ethos of Noh: Actors and Their Art. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004. 

Royoux, Jean-Christophe. "Visual Syntax in the Work of Pierre 
Huyghe." Translated by Agnès Poitevin-Navarre. Afterall: A 
Journal of Art, Context, and Enquiry, Issue 0 (Spring/Summer 
1999): 92-103. 

Royoux, Jean-Christophe. "Leisure Time Workers and the 
Reconfiguration of Public Space." Pierre Huyghe, Castello di 
Rivoli Museo d’Arte Contemporanea. Ginevra-Milano: Skira, 
2004. 

Silverman, Kaja. Flesh of My Flesh. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2009. 

The English Standard Version Bible: Containing the Old and 
New Testaments with Apocrypha, Oxford UP, 2009: Genesis 2: 
15, 19. 

Warner, Marina. "Pierre Huyghe: Vacant Possession." Robert 
Lehman Lectures on Contemporary Art. New York: Dia 
Foundation, 2014. 

 Notes 

[1] T.S. Eliot, The Wasteland (New York, NY: Boni and Liveright,
1922), 43.

[2]  Amelia Barikin describes Huyghe's openness in relation to his
Association for Freed Time (founded in 1995) in which he theorizes a
temporality of openness, entitled the "open present," Parallel Presents
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2012), 3.

[3] Molly Nesbit, “Two Moons Rise,” Robert Lehman Lectures on
Contemporary Art (New York: Dia Foundation, 2014), 180.

[4] Hans Ulrich Obrist, Interviews, Volume I, Edited by Thomas
Boutoux (Milan: Edizioni Charta, 2003), 474.

[5] Ibid.

[6] Kaja Silverman, Flesh of My Flesh (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2009), 1-2.

[7] Ibid., 2.

[8]  I am indebted to Kaja Silverman’s teaching, guidance, and profound
scholarship.

35



[9] Kaja Silverman, Flesh of My Flesh, (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2009), 29-31.

[10] Genesis 2: 15, 19 (English Standard Version), “The LORD
God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and
keep it… Now out of the ground, the LORD God had formed every
beast of the field and every bird of the heavens and brought them to the
man to see what he would call them. And whatever the man called
every living creature, that was its name."

[11] Eric C. Rath. The Ethos of Noh: Actors and Their Art
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 13. I refer to the
hypothetical actor using male pronouns because historically Noh
theater was performed exclusively by male actors.

[12] Mikiko Ishii, “The Noh Theater: Mirror, Mask, and
Madness,” Comparative Drama, Vol. 28, No. 1 Early and Traditional
Drama (Spring 1994): 43-66, 56.

[13] Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” Translated by Alix Strachey
(Imago, BD. V., 1919), 2.

[14] Ibid.

[15] Ibid., 3.

[16] Ibid., 4.

[17] Ibid., 17.

[18] Kaja Silverman uses this term “kinship” throughout her
scholarship to describe analogical relationships that defy binaric
systems.

[19] Mark Godfrey discusses the conjuring of empathy and
simultaneous denial of it within Huyghe’s work in “Pierre Huyghe’s
Double Spectacle,” Grey Room 32, (Summer 2008) (Cambridge, MA:
The MIT Press, 2008): 38-61,

[20] Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function
of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience,” Écrits: A Selection,
Translated by Alan Sheridan (London: Tavistock Publications, 1977),
502.

[21] Freud, “The Uncanny,” 13.

[22] Ibid.

[23] Marina Warner, “Pierre Huyghe: Vacant Possession,” Robert
Lehman Lectures on Contemporary Art (New York: Dia Foundation,
2014), 133.

[24] Jean-Christophe Royoux, “Leisure Time Workers and the
Reconfiguration of Public Space,” Pierre Huyghe, Castello di Rivoli 
Museo d’Arte Contemporanea (Ginevra-Milano: Skira, 2004), 219.

[25] Nesbit, “Two Moons Rise,” 179.

[26] Tom McDonough, “No Ghost,” October 110 (Fall
2004):107-30, 115.

[27] Ibid., 128, (my emphasis).

[28] Jennifer Higgie, “One Take: Human Mask.” Frieze (Feature, 17
December 2014). Accessed March 22,
2016, https://www.frieze.com/article/one-take-human-mask, 2.

[29] Nesbit, “Two Moons Rise,” 180.

[30] Higgie, “One Take: Human Mask,” 2.

[31] Ibid., 2.

[32] Pierre Huyghe and Françoise Chaloin, “Freed Time Scenarios: An
Interview with Pierre Huyghe by Françoise Chaloin,” Cinéma Cinéma:
contemporary art and the cinematic experience (Eindhoven: Stedelijk
Van Abbemuseum/ Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 1999), 89.

[33] Amelia Barikin, Parallel Presents (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2012), 3.

[34] Jean-Christophe Royoux, “Visual Syntax in the Work of Pierre
Huyghe,” Translated by Agnès Poitevin-Navarre, Afterall: A Journal of
Art, Context, and Enquiry, Issue 0 (Spring/Summer 1999): 92-103, 96.

[35] A maneki-neko cat is a Japanese cat figurine that is believed to 
bring good luck and literally means “beckoning cat.”

[36] George Baker, “An Interview with Pierre Huyghe,” October 110
(Fall 2004) Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2004): 80-106, 84-85

[37] Pierre Huyghe and art21, "Pierre Huyghe: Streamside Day," art21,
Accessed 23 December 2016, http://www.art21.org/texts/pierre-
huyghe/interview-pierre-huyghe-streamside-day, 1.

[38] Ibid., 2.

[39] George Baker, “An Interview with Pierre Huyghe,”  91.

[40] Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, “Pierre Huyghe: Through a Looking
Glass,” Pierre Huyghe, Castello di Rivoli Museo d’Arte
Contemporanea, Rivoli-Torino, April 21 – July 18, 2004 (Ginevra-
Milano: Skira, 2004), 404.

Laurel McLaughlin is a doctoral student in the History of 
Art department at Bryn Mawr College. She graduated with a 
Bachelors in Art History and English from Wake Forest 
University, Winston-Salem, NC and a Masters with Distinction 
from The Courtauld Institute of Art, London in “Global 
Conceptualism.” Her graduate studies at Bryn Mawr focus on 
identity, trauma, and speculative futures within performance 
art. She is pursuing a curatorial career and has previously 
worked at The Philadelphia Museum of Art, the Slought 
Foundation, and the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. 
Most recently, she has published two interviews with 
performance artists Tanja Ostojić and Tímea Oravecz for the 
17th Serbian Biennial exhibition catalog and she is co-curating 
an exhibition at both the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 
Arts and Bryn Mawr College entitled Beyond Boundaries: Feminine 
Forms, which opens in the Fall of 2017. Laurel lives and works 
in Philadelphia (lmclaughli@brynmawr.edu).  

36



amille Henrot is a multi-disciplinary artist 
whose work spans a variety of media: 
sculpture, painting, installation, and film. 

While Henrot’s filmic practice is diverse and 
experimental, animal perspectives on humans, and 
human perspectives on animals, constitute one of the 
artist’s fundamental and recurrent themes, witness 
Film Spatial (2007), Cynopolis (2009), The Strife of 
Love in a Dream (2011), and Gross Fatigue (2013), for 
which the artist won the Silver Lion at the Venice 
Biennale of the same year. 

Both Film Spatial and Cynopolis figure the 
world from canine perspectives: in the former, that of 
an individual and beloved pet, in the latter, via gangs 
of scavengers in a shantytown surrounding a complex 
of ancient Egyptian tombs. The dogs of Cynopolis 
occupy a space between signs and individuals; as 
archetypal guardians, they are faded remnants of 
ancient sacral canids, having fallen from deity to 
merely dirty. The Strife of Love in a Dream focuses on 
the snake as a pan-cultural symbol, and while footage 
of real snakes features in the film, so does serpentine 
iconography in rapidly intercut imagery of artworks of 
both Eastern and Western origin. Finally, Grosse 
Fatigue  attempts  to  be  a  catalogue  of  everything,  

including all animals, whether living or dead: a paean 
to creation, and extinction.  

The trajectory of Henrot’s filmic corpus (and 
the “body” that word implies) seems to move in 
reverse to Jacques Derrida’s call for philosophy to 
engage with animal individuals rather than the 
abstraction of generalised “animals”. Henrot’s oeuvre 
begins with the singular dog Balkis, moves through 
real dogs freighted with symbolism, to snake 
iconography in art and culture, and culminates, with 
Grosse Fatigue, in a taxonomic orgy where individual 
creatures come to stand for whole species, if not 
whole classes or kingdoms, throwing into high relief 
the human-animal relations of collecting institutions. 

For Derrida, the history of philosophy’s 
engagement with the “problematic of the animal” 
leads to that vast category of living beings treated as 
merely “a theorem: something seen and not seeing” 
(Derrida, 2002, 383). These philosophical animals are 
figures of text rather than flesh, exemplified by his 
neologism l’animot. He calls this amalgamation of 
animal and word a “monstrous hybrid”, which brutally 
fuses singular and plural (homophonic with the plural 
suffix of animaux, but with the singular prefix of l’ 
instead of les). Derrida’s coinage intends to challenge  

C 

FROM UNDERDOG 
TO OVERVIEW 

This paper examines four experimental short films by the multi-disciplinary artist Camille Henrot. Film Spatial 
(2007) is a textural exploration of haptic visuality and perspectivism from the p.o.v. of Balkis the dog. Attention 
to the singular Balkis becomes a concern with dogs in general in Cynopolis (2009), and snake symbolism in 
The Strife of Love in a Dream (2011). Finally Grosse  Fatigue (2013) parodises both creationism and 
taxonomic organisation, in an anarchival gesture. The cinemal , like Derrida’s animot, becomes a disruptive 
force which re-animates the dying animal, breathing life back into the cinema, the archive, and human-animal 
relations. The full title of this essay is: 'Perspectivism,  Symbolism and Taxonomies in the films of Camille 
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the homogeneity of the generic term “the animal” 
(Aloi, 104), a poor signifier for an unnameable plethora 
of life. Derrida posits l’animot as an animating breath, 
bringing the multitude back into the singular, and life 
back into text via an “otherness capable of pervading 
the word, language and discourse” (Ibid). Yet, in spite 
of the emancipatory potentials of such hybridisation, 
animots are doomed to the same fate as their real 
world counterparts. “The multiple animot would still 
suffer from always having its master on its back. It 
would have it up to the neck with being thus 
domesticated, broken in, trained, docile, disciplined, 
tamed.” (Derrida, 2002, 407) Lines of text may have 
liberatory potential, but they can also be the bars of a 
cage. 

I propose that, in addition to Derrida’s textual 
animot, another chimera emerges from the meeting 
of the animal with image technology. Neologisms are 
like the surrealist game of exquisite corpse, only here 
it is words rather than pictures that get spliced. In this 
case, the word “animal” gains a new prefix rather than 
a suffix, a new head rather than tail, and becomes the 
cinemal. The Lumière brothers (who filmed cats as well  

 

as trains) named cinema from the Greek kinema for 
movement, and motor ability is frequently taken as a 
yardstick for membership in the animal kingdom. 
Cinematic precursors such as the serial photographs 
of Eadweard Muybridge and Etienne-Jules Marey 
repeatedly depicted animals in motion, “as if the 
figure of the animal had always been destined to serve 
as a symbol of movement itself” (Lippitt, 185). 

The suffix of Derrida’s animot erases 
associations of the animal with illness or evil, but the 
cinemal returns the sting to the animal’s tail, as a 
reminder of the fact that animality in cinema is 
frequently figured as malevolent. Swarms, from 
Hitchcock’s Birds, to the viper pits and ratty hoards of 
the Indiana Jones movies; anomalous animals, 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 269) from King Kong to Jaws; 
monstrous hybrids, from Bela Lugosi’s bat-like Dracula 
to the scaly, regurgitating human-sized insectoid in 
David Cronenberg’s The Fly; all these tropes rely upon 
the magnetic attraction between camera and animal, 
a coupling which begets the cinemal.  

If there is some kind of malady associated 
with the moving animal in cinema it is perhaps the fact  
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that, like the animot, it is trapped in the very medium 
that animates it, that gives it breath. The celluloid of 
the filmstrip “captures” the animal, and renders it a 
cinemal,i suspended in a transparent solution and in 
time, like a fly in amber. It is pertinent that celluloid 
contains camphor, which is also an embalming fluid, 
since the suspension of the cinemal in the filmic 
medium mimics the preservation of animals in jars of 
formaldehyde. In the case of specimen collecting, 
eternal preservation comes at the cost of mortal life, 
while in the case of cinema, to paraphrase Roland 
Barthes, whether or not the subject is already dead, 
every frame is a record of a future corpse, and as such, 
a “catastrophe” (Lippit, 178). Thus, while so much 
literal violence is done to animals on film (think of 
horses in Westerns and war movies), the act of filming 
is itself already an act of appropriative and 
representational violence. Unlike the photograph, the 
fly in amber or the snake in a jar, however, the cinemal 
is not static, rather, it possesses the ghost of a 
movement long gone. Yet it is doomed to repeat this 
gesture within the confines of a frame, which can 
never be exceeded. The cinemal recalls Derrida’s 
“disciplined, tamed” animot or an animal held captive 
by a zoo: a tiger pacing up and down the length of a 
cage. This repetition compulsion is a malady brought 
on by confinement, the animal is made sick by the 
anthropic imposition of the frame.ii  

It is just such framing that Henrot attempts to 
destabilise via avant-garde filmic techniques that 
decentre the viewer and demand an immersive 
sensory engagement. Film Spatial is a textural study of 
the Parisian apartment of Hungarian-born architect 
and artist Yona Friedman. We never see the elderly 
Friedman’s face, rather, as he talks, the camera zooms 
in on details, sometimes significant, other times quite 
random: books, scrolls of drawings, playful 
architectural maquettes made out of detritus, but also 
piles of string, dank corners, an old telephone. Carpet, 
dust, patterns of light and shade, allude to the textural 
experience of another sensorium altogether. No 
image is composed or “whole”; we see parts of a 
dog’s body: a back leg, a foot, photos of younger 
days in an album, right next to a script for Friedman’s 
charmingly sketchy animated film Points de Vue 
(2009). While the camera barely lingers on the script, 
its  title  is  metonymic  for  the film, if not the whole of  

Henrot’s practice. Points de Vue is about human 
perception but begins by elucidating the ways in which 
humans and dogs see differently. While humans have 
good central focus, dogs see a better overview, and 
their sense of smell is acute, thus Henrot’s camera 
diligently “sniffs” out the circumference of the 
apartment, paying attention to the peripheries, 
perhaps, even, marking territory. 

Friedman compares the way a dog sees to 
celluloid, because “the film receives the visual impact 
on every point in the same nanosecond. It’s 
instantaneous. So it sees like a dog”. While camera, 
celluloid, and Freidman’s comments are all human 
constructions, Henrot yokes them together in a filmic 
becoming-dog, an aesthetic metamorphosis towards 
a productive “dehumanisation”.iii The camera eye 
and the animal eye can be imagined to mirror each 
other, while celluloid itself can be seen to possess 
animal qualities, not least that it “runs” through the 
projector. Freidman uses the French for film stock, 
pellicule, which can also be translated as skin, an 
ambiguity allowing for a rich textural association of 
surfaces, from celluloid, to human skin, to animal hide 
(all of which have borne the inscription of images). 
Skin, including the skin of film, can be scratched, and 
scratching is the animal gesture par excellence. 
Friedman talks about his own and Henrot’s 
experiments with scratch film, a genre in which artists 
can play at being non-human animals, with 
improvised claws that leave traces on film stock, like 
those of a cat on a door or a couch. 

Laura U. Marks wrote The Skin of the Film 
primarily as an interrogation of the ways in which 
minoritarian film practices work against standardised 
Euro-American cinematic conventions, with profound 
aesthetic and ultimately political consequences. 
Marks’s intersectionalist remit can be extended to 
include non-human others as subjects (if not 
producers) of experimental film.iv If the celluloid or 
pellicule is a skin, then to be trapped by the skin of the 
film is akin to being simultaneously trapped in one’s 
own skin and by the gaze of the viewer, as Frantz 
Fanon succinctly put it: “the glances of the other fixed 
me there, in the sense in which a chemical solution is 
fixed by a dye” (77). Perhaps the only way to avoid 
suture into the skin of the film and the narrative 
capture    that    implies,   is   to   scratch   the   surface,  
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revealing, not animal blood, but the essential material 
of the cinemal which is light. Friedman praises scratch 
film for its lack of predictability – you don’t know what 
it’s like until you screen it, undermining authorial 
control.v 

For Marks, film is not just a medium for 
capturing bodies, it possesses a “tactile and 
contagious quality” which viewers “brush up against 
like another body” (xii). She employs the term “haptic 
visuality” to describe ways of seeing that exceed the 
optical, activating an alternative, and, one might 
suppose, non-anthropocentric sensorium (xiii). The 
sensory affects of Film Spatial transcend the visual: 
sound is heightened, the room hums, rustling 
movements swell to almost symphonic proportions. 
But it is not just the ears that are privileged. The 
camera’s myopic attention to detail is like the extreme 
close-up associated with the act of sniffing, rather than 
dispassionately glancing, over the contents of a room. 
The  sense  of  smell,  so  frequently  overlooked as a  

 

conduit towards the complex processing of 
information, was championed by Friedrich Nietzsche 
as being “the most delicate tool we have at our 
command...” (Lippit, 221) while Derrida invokes the 
possibility of a language that is “not only human” 
encompassing trace, iterability, and différance, or 
deferral of meaning (Lippit, 16). Film Spatial attempts 
to create a more-than-human filmic language by 
transforming the machine-eye of the camera into an 
animal nose. Of course, "viewers" don't "smell" what 
the dog smells, but via processes of haptic visuality 
and bodily sympathy, are able to inhabit the imaginary 
space of the canine snout. 

Friedman’s commentary clearly supports 
such alternate “points of view”, and this term is 
equally applicable to the technical film camera angle 
known as the “p.o.v. shot” as well as the challenge 
anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro poses with 
his notion of perspectivism, as we shall see. Friedman 
mentions how much he enjoys watching films in other  
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countries where he doesn’t understand the language, 
happy in his state of non-comprehension. “I feel 
completely lost and that’s interesting”, he says as the 
camera spins over an oriental rug, Mexican 
ornaments, and his own abstract artworks as if they 
were each alien artefacts, mute and unknowable. 
“You have to learn not to understand everything”, he 
counsels, as the camera pans across the ceiling. 
Nevertheless, Friedman’s own grasping towards 
understanding is made evident as we sweep past 
numerous bookshelves, featuring an eclectic 
collection of tomes on chaos, Leibniz, the 
Mahabharata, Incas, utopias, mathematics. In spite of 
this obvious erudition, Friedman calls science an 
invented mythology, in which quantum physicists 
admit they don’t know what they’re doing. “Maybe if 
it was dogs that did physics”, he muses, as the camera 
focuses on a paper cutout of a dog playing with a ball, 
“it would have been completely different, 
conceptually”.   The  camera  lingers  on   a  series  of 

books on geometry, leaning rakishly, destabilising the 
Cartesian coordinates of learned human perception. 

Friedman proclaims a love for “bad 
photography” in which reference points are omitted 
so that “you’re not sure which way is up”; this, he says, 
is “the dog’s way”.vi Balkis tilts her head towards the 
floor and then flops her whole body on its side, as 
though defeated by the taxing peregrinations of the 
lens. Friedman talks of a cinema so exuberantly 
experimental, the cameraman (sic) is “practically 
dancing”, and certainly, vertigo is a recurring theme 
for Henrot as a filmic analogue of alternate sensoria. 
Balkis seems affably disaffected by the intellectual 
overload of Friedman’s monologue coupled with the 
dizzying array of titles on his bookshelves. In a later 
shot, however, she seems to be paying particular 
attention to a segment of a book spine which reads 
“Entre la Bible et Darwin”.vii It is only at the very end 
of the film that Balkis is revealed in her entirety, as she 
is   eating,   attentively   sniffing  the  carpet,  and  then  
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being gently scratched behind the ear by Freidman. 
This brief and partial shot is all we see of the artist: as  
an extension of, or accessory to, Balkis.viii At this point, 
while Friedman’s mouth is moving, we no longer hear 
what he says, but a synthetic hum, a ringing noise, 
shifts our attention away from the visual and back to 
the auditory: an unlanguaged sound which 
engenders a different experience for that entity we still  
insist on calling “the viewer”. 

In Cannibal Metaphysics, Viveiros de Castro 
uses the term perspectivism to encompass the 
Amerindian practice of seeing from the perspective of 
the other, including across species in a vast 
compendium of points of view he calls multinaturalism.  

For Viveiros de Castro, perspectivism is not a 
representation, because “representations are 
properties of mind, whereas a point of view is in the 
body” (72), echoing Marks’s haptic visuality and 
embodied perception. As Viveiros de Castro parses 
Gilles Deleuze, “there are not points of view on things, 
since things and beings are themselves points of 
view” (90). Returning to the nose and the sense of 
smell, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer 
propose that this sense bears clearest witness to the 
urge to lose oneself in and become the “other”. 
Indeed, in smelling we are “taken over by otherness” 
(Lippit, 123). Perhaps, then, perspectivism is initiated 
by  the  nostrils?  Certainly Nietzsche, who first coined  
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the term, also hubristically proclaimed “My genius is 
in my nostrils” (Lippit, 82). It is no wonder that so many 
Amerindian shamans imbibe hallucinogenic snuff in 
order to commune with animal spirits.  

Film Spatial’s title references Friedman’s 
utopian plans for a Ville Spatial or Spatial City, in which 
modular architecture would be built vertically to arch 
over unused spaces, and inhabitants would be able to 
design their own dwellings. These imaginary 
structures would necessitate a rethink, not only in 
urban planning, but in modes of living and even 
perceiving the world. Henrot’s camera acknowledges 
this shifting of perspectives, as it loops, spins, and 
fades in and out. Balkis’s perspective and that of the 
camera are linked, by what early avant-garde 
filmmaker Dziga Vertov referred to as a "mechanical 
eye" creating a “fresh perception of the world” 
beyond the physical constraints of the human body. In 
Vertov’s manifesto-like text, the camera itself is 
personified, and moving away from the human is 
marked by keeping pace with the animal: “I move 
apace with the muzzle of a galloping horse” (Vertov, 
17-18).ix But the camera in Film Spatial is not tête-à-
tête with a snorting equine; rather, following the 
infinite differentiations and individuations that Deleuze 
and Guattari refer to as “speeds and slownesses” 
(270), this camera slowly traces and retraces territory 
like an old, beloved dog.  

Henrot’s attention to the singular Balkis 
evolves into a concern with dogs in general in the 
environs of Saqqara, Egypt, where the pyramids 
forming the necropolis of Memphis still stand. 
Cynopolis is not a typical tourist film or even an artistic 
celebration of the pyramids, but a rhythmic, and again 
textural account of lived canine experience, featuring 
sand, broken rocks, and piles of trash from which 
scrunched plastic bags and sheets are extracted by 
the local human inhabitants, who shake and smooth 
them as though they were as precious as carpets. 
Piercing blue sky is echoed in the blue plastic bags 
and tarpaulins peeking through rubble in this 
shantytown, co-existent with monuments to past 
riches. Men in traditional galabeya dress sift sand, their 
robes fluttering in the desert winds along with the 
rumpled plastic. Grainy Super 8 is intercut with digital 
video in abrupt editing sequences that are literally 
“sound bites”,  when  the diegetic winds and general  

commotion from the video briefly cuts into the 
composed electronic drone soundtrack that 
accompanies the hazy film stock. This is a nip more 
provocative than playful, bringing the viewer abruptly 
back to the present, and out of a timeless, orientalist 
reverie. Toward the end of the film these “sound 
bites” reach a rhythmic crescendo, as a young woman 
vigorously shakes sheets of plastic, while the drone-
like ringing tone increases in volume, in a high pitch 
perhaps intended for canine ears. 

Despite the omnipresence of people (like 
Friedman, filmed mostly in fragments), it is Saqqara’s 
dogs who are the true subject of this film, as its title, 
Cynopolis, or City of Dogs, indicates. The photogenic 
canines are either sandy brown, like the desert, or 
black, like shadows. They slumber in the sand like 
artefacts awaiting excavation. They trot and limp and 
piss across the vast sands, sniff each other, scratch and 
bark, or play with runaway plastic bags, while the 
people around them maintain the monuments, dig for 
treasure,x and shake the plastic bags until they are free 
of grime and become a kind of careworn currency. 
Everyone fulfills a function in this landscape, even the 
tourists walk with the measured pace of pilgrims, while 
the canine guard of honour perform their classic role 
as protectors.  

Henrot’s films constantly oscillate between 
poles: virtual and actual, materialist and idealist. They are 
equally rich in iconography and symbolism, and in the 
contingencies of the everyday. In Cynopolis, dogs are 
simultaneously singular creatures, and eternal symbols, 
representing millennia of human-animal relations. City of 
Dogs can easily be reversed to City of God(s), and this 
contrast of high and low is echoed by the ambivalent 
status of the dogs themselves – recalling their former 
glory as the cynocephalic Anubis, versus their lowly 
contemporary incarnation as scavengers of the human 
scavengers who eek out a living on the peripheries of 
ancient and contemporary capital. The film is made up 
of persistent series of dichotomies: gods/ dogs, high/ 
low, past/ present, eternal/ temporal. When asked a 
series of set questions by Frieze magazine, including 
What should change? Henrot replied "The way humans 
regard animals, the way men regard women, and the 
way women regard themselves.” But when asked What 
should stay the same? she replied, simply, “Dogs.” 
(Frieze, 176) 

44



While the pyramids of Saqqara are almost never 
featured in Cynopolis, Henrot’s camera figures 
everything as an ersatz pyramid: roadside stalls with 
goods precariously balanced on each other; piles of 
sand and rocks forming vaguely triangular mounds. 
The dogs run up and down sandy diagonals created 
by tilting the camera: ground becomes monument, 
and then, as the camera inverts completely, 
firmament. This upside-down worldview (in which the 
dog becomes celestial god) harks (barks?) back to 
Film Spatial’s unstable ground and “Dog Physics”, 
flipping the viewer’s perspective by proxy: from 
underdog to overview.  

Henrot’s dog’s-eye-view films can be 
compared with performative art practices emphasising 

canine experience, from Joseph Beuys’s famous 
interaction with a coyote (I like America and America 
Likes Me, 1974), to Francis Alÿs’s co-opting of a fox in 
his closed-circuit surveillance piece set in the National 
Portrait Gallery (The Nightwatch, 2004), and Pierre 
Huyghe’s recurrent use of a dog called Human in 
installations and filmic documentation (2014 and 
continuing). For Henrot, the dog is “a conceptual tool, 
an almost metonymic one, which enables us to think 
about animality, because for us it is not quite an 
animal” (Pigeât, 35). This “not quite animal” becomes 
a symbol, perhaps even what Akira Mizuta Lippit 
would call an “animetaphor”. In his book Electric 
Animal, Lippit parses ideas on animality in its 
metonymic   dog  form,  from  Aristotle  to  Hegel,  via  
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Kojève and Derrida, arguing that the animal “dies” 
when it is thrust into contact with abstraction (in this 
case language, but it could equally be true of 
cinematic representation). “Killed by the word, the 
animal enters a figurative empire (of signs)” and yet in 
so doing, death itself is circumvented as the animal is 
no longer a “dog” but “Dog”, and thus 
“immortalised, preserved (taxidermically)” (48). 
However, in her movement from the singular dog 
Balkis, to the scavenger dogs of Egypt, Henrot is not 
so much building a monument to Dog via Cinema, 
but, with her mechanical eye, ears and nose, creating 
traces of cinematic dogness (cinemal). After all, dogs 
do not build monuments, but dig around their edges 
and urinate on their corners, analogous behaviour to 
peripheral artistic practices versus mainstream film.

In its unspoken evocation of Anubis, 
Cynopolis also recalls the very first image of Film 
Spatial: the front door of Friedman’s apartment, as the 
mechanical eye is welcomed into this world of 
different spatial rules. Hanging from the door and 
presiding over the apartment and the film, is a mask 
of Ganesha, the elephant-headed Hindu god who, 
like Anubis, cements the ancient connection between 
human, animal, and deity. Divinity is not in our own 
image, nor are we in the image of the divine, rather, 
hybrid, magical beings predate the anthropocentrism 
of monotheism, humanism and finally, modernity. 
Continuing her investigation of the mythic dimensions  
of animality, in which symbolic and metaphoric 
animals appear as “messengers and promises” 
(Berger, 4), Henrot’s The Strife of Love in a Dream 
journeys to India, and substitutes man’s best friend, 
the dog, for the eternally duplicitous serpent. The film 
begins with the epigraph “India is the unconscious of 
the West” – a seemingly orientalist statement, 
nevertheless one made by Indian psychoanalyst 
Sudhir Kakar, who wrote a forward to a reader in 
psychoanalysis and Hinduism called Vishnu on 
Freud’s Desk (1999). Freud collected literally 
thousands of figurines of deities from various world 
religions, and one of his prized possessions was an 
ivory statue of Vishnu sitting on a coiled snake, 
protected by the serpent’s multi-headed hood. For 
Freud, the snake is clearly a phallic symbol, and 
repressed sexuality the primary cause of neuroses.  

Dark tones, an insistent drone, and a crescendo 
of quick cuts combine to induce anxiety in the 
viewer. This sense of unease is appropriate to the 
subject matter: India is not only the repository of 
Western dreams of “the other”; it is also a major 
producer of the pharmaceuticals with which the 
West tames its inner demons. Imagery of the 
manufacture of these drugs in an anonymous 
Indian factory, with workers garbed head to toe in 
ghostly white, is intercut with footage of a 
religious pilgrimage of thousands of people 
snaking up the holy hillside of Arunachala in the 
state of Tamil Nadu. But there is no clear 
distinction made between the Apollonian order of 
the  light-filled factory and the Dionysian mysticism of 
the pilgrimage; alchemical cauldrons bubble in the 
factory and serpentine pipes and tubes 
miraculously turn powder into pellets, while law 
enforcement maintains order at the pilgrimage, 
helping people up the steep incline, picking up 
rubbish, and beating back those who won’t sit 
down to watch the ritual unfold.  

There is a third element in this montage: 
a snake slithering in a bucket, which insinuates itself 
into both narratives. Is the snake’s venom being 
used to make pharmaceuticals? Or is it the 
showpiece of the hilltop ritual? Neither is the case 
and yet both appear to be true. A mesmerising 
drone gets louder and more insistent, building 
apprehension and meshing perfectly with a conch 
shell being blown by one of the religious celebrants 
in a call to divine forces. The cinematic editing 
picks up its pace: a snake uncoils out of the bucket 
and tips the bucket over. A giant pyre is lit on the 
hillside. A Kathakali dancer seduces with green, 
serpentine skin. A snake is bagged. A cobra rears 
and expands its hood. A supine performer has his 
face painted with geometric designs, like the 
lozenges on a snake’s skin; snakes writhe and one 
is fixed behind the head and “milked” for poison into 
a glass like a mythical chalice. The editing 
becomes faster, more furious, including hand-held 
shots of running through dark thickets, and then 
suddenly, an image of the famous Laocoön statue 
announces we are no longer strictly in India. The 
serpent becomes a cultural bridge: European 
paintings, global B movies, Tintin comics, Medusa’s 
locks, cartoons, pharmacies emblazoned with the 
Caduceus (twined serpents) are  all intercut with 
increasing frenzy. It is as though Aby Warburg’s   
Mnemosyne   Atlas  had    come   to  life.  
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Warburg’s collection of hundreds of art historical 
reproductions were arranged to “set in motion, to 
open up, to multiply” meanings and relationships in 
what he called the “afterlife” of Antiquity (Michaud, 7). 
The unorthodox scholar was particularly interested in 
cross-cultural serpent imagery and gave a paper on 
the serpent ritual of the Hopi, in which "the marmoreal 
contortions of the Laocoön of Antiquity writhed and 
came alive for him” (10). Warburg saw a thread 
running throughout global history of “an artistic search 
for a ‘gestural pathos’ that found its primordial, 
sorrowful form in the writhing of serpents” (213). 

Strife is a meditation on pharmakon, poison 
as cure, and here the cinematic animal, or cinemal, is 
explicitly linked to malady, in particular, mental illness. 
Lippit quotes Derrida on the pharmakon in relation to 
literature, suggesting that we could easily substitute 
literature for the animal (133) since, for Derrida, these 
two entities are already irrevocably intertwined. But 
could we equally insert cinema into Derrida’s text in 
place of literature? Derrida writes that the pharmakon 
is a “charm”, a “spellbinding virtue” and a “power of 
fascination” which can be either “beneficent or 
maleficent”, or both at once. The pharmakon is 
described by Derrida as being a substance with 
alchemical properties, surely redolent of both snake 
venom and celluloid (and let’s not forget that celluloid 
coils and unfurls like a serpent), and yet it is also 
“antisubstance itself: that which resists any 
philosopheme…” (Derrida, 1981, 70). Substance and 
anti-substance, like venom and anti-venom, are the 
twinned, twined bodies of the Caduceus, capable of 
harming as well as healing. Lippit suggests that 
“animals exhaust philosophy, exhaust logos, draining 
the body of its ability to resist the swarming 
deterritorialisations that animals threaten” and that 
literature (we might also say cinema) is always already 
an antiliterature (anticinema), a “vaccine against itself 
and the animality it harbours” (133-134). Following a 
Derridean illogic of malady, the animal trapped by 
cinematic representation can only be cured by cinema 
itself, by engaging in a becoming-animal the medium: 
scratching, rhythmic movement and patternation 
being just some of film’s non-verbal languages. 

Lippit has his own coinage for the animals of  
literature,    which   is   derived   not   only    from   the  

portmanteau of animal and metaphor, but a 
contraction of “antimetaphor” to animetaphor. For 
Lippit, the animal is not only an “exemplary 
metaphor” but possibly the “originary metaphor”. 
Like the Caduceus, the two categories are thoroughly 
intertwined, so that “the animal is already a metaphor, 
the metaphor an animal” (165). Animals breathe life 
into language – animal comes from anima, breath – 
hence, to animate is to endow with a sense of 
liveliness made possible with the intake of breath. As 
a “metaphor made flesh”, the animal is “by definition 
not a metaphor”, therefore it is an “antimetaphor”, or 
rather an “animetaphor”, what Lippit defines as “the 
unconscious of language, of logos” (165). Somewhat 
akin to India in its supposed role of the unconscious of 
the West, symbolic snake imagery in Strife metaphorises 
inchoate fears lurking beneath the surface, and Henrot 
milks this orientalist fantasy just as a snake is milked for 
venom. The snakes are not personified but rather 
become “a sign like a letter of the alphabet”, each of 
their sinuous bodies connecting “like a thread running 
through and linking disparate images” (Pigeât, 35). This 
moving museum of intercultural snake imagery recalls 
the vitrines full of eagle regalia in Marcel Broodthaers’s 
Museum of Modern Art, Department of Eagles (1968) 
which, with its eclectic collections and gnomic labels, 
simultaneously celebrated and critiqued the institutions 
of totemism, iconography, taxonomy, and methods of 
display. 

It is the investigation of display, collections, 
and taxonomies in Grosse Fatigue which brings 
Henrot’s interest in animal representation to a point of 
crescendo. Completed while on residency at the 
Smithsonian Institution, the largest scientific and 
museum complex in the world, the film attempts to 
be, like the Institution itself, a compendium of 
everything. xi Taking the form of a creation myth, 
Grosse Fatigue begins with an image of the cosmos, 
or at least, a desktop photo of the Milky Way, out of 
which a series of folders open, as each aspect of 
creation, animal, vegetable, mineral, human and 
technological, unfurls in baroque sequences of 
complexity and novelty. The very first sound we hear 
is a breath, in and out, the first act of any animal as it 
enters the world. Maori elders exclaim before 
beginning an oratory, “Tihei mauri ora!” which refers 

47



to the “sneeze” of life, the intake and exhalation of 
sacred breath that sets life and speech in motion. In 
keeping with oral tradition, Grosse Fatigue is held 
together by a spoken word hip-hop soundtrack, 
written in collaboration with poet Jacob Bromberg, 
and performed by Akwetey Orraca-Tetteh, in which a 
litany of global (and contradictory) creation myths is 
held together by the common denominator of “In the 
beginning…” 

This equalising of vastly different belief 
systems can be seen to have a "flattening" effect, in 
the same way, that the animal specimens in museums 
are “flattened” into drawers and jars. In Henrot’s equal 
opportunity creation song, scientific theories of 
evolution are just one of many explanations of who 
begat what. There is no fixed originary story, in fact, as 
Viveiros de Castro notes, myth is precisely that which 
“throws off” the origin. He defines myth as a “sense 
machine”, an instrument for “converting one code to 
another, for projecting one problem onto an 
analogous problem, and for making ‘reference 
circulate’” which, rather than fixing origins and solving  

 

problems, counter-effectuates any notion of “sense” 
(204). A single system would introduce order into 
chaos, but granting legitimacy to a series of systems 
creates what art critic Diedrich Diederichsen, in his 
review of Grosse Fatigue, calls a “midpoint between 
entropy and order, a median state” where there is “no 
longer a Western point of departure” (128).xii Such 
cultural relativism is also the result of the knowledge 
mediation of the internet, which subverts the 
assignation of value, as all things are “equally close 
and distant, rare and frequent, beautiful and ugly” 
(Ibid).  

Such a “flat ontology” needn’t be feared, 
however, for it has the potential to be a “dynamic, 
immanent multiplicity in a state of continuous 
variation” rather than a manifestation of 
“transcendent principles or rules” (Viveiros de Castro, 
105) and can be fruitfully compared with Paul Carter’s 
more animal-centered view of internet-based
knowledge acquisition. Parrots, says Carter, are
motivated by almonds, while he, in his online research
for  his  book  Parrot,  was motivated by the talismanic
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name of the eponymous bird. If each association with 
the keyword “parrot” generates further associations it 
becomes impossible to nominate an original fact, “yet 
each radiating strand forms a knot with a group of 
others” creating a “network of parroternalia” in which 
everything seems to join up, and “the pattern woven 
through the information does seem to constitute a 
kind of knowledge” (176). In his reflections on Grosse 
Fatigue, Graham Burnett is more ambivalent about 
the “psychotic meander” of internet research, using 
another animetaphor to compare our online activities 
to a moth-like “flutter about the surface of the large, 
bright bulb of the all” which can feel both magnificent, 
and also “appalling, centreless, mad” (136). Again, 
the animal (in this case, the “irrational” moth) is 
associated with mental malady. It is no wonder that 
Warburg, who in his mania for image collection was 
attracted to the “large, bright bulb of the all”, was 
known for telling his life story to moths and butterflies. 
In his foreword to Philippe-Alain Michaud’s Aby 
Warburg and the Image in Motion, Georges Didi-
Huberman insists we recognise, in Warburg’s 
fascination with butterflies, “the complicity of the 
metaphoric insect with the notion of the image itself”, 
as the word imago designates “the definitive state of  

insects in ‘complete metamorphosis,’” (Michaud, 14, 
340). Lepidopteran flightiness can either be 
anthropomorphised as poignant transience or else as 
flighty, fickle and shallow, while the butterfly’s easy 
netting and the moth’s tendency to self-immolate 
model behaviour humans consider themselves 
superior to. Yet clearly, the human animal caught in 
the net or the web is merely a digital update of the 
cinemal, no longer trapped in viscous celluloid but in 
the infinitesimal points of light that make up the LED 
or liquid crystal display of a computer monitor, an 
imago waiting to hatch into who knows what? Henrot 
figures the vertigo of entrapment in the net as a 
desktop mise-en-abyme of screens-within-screens, 
which Diederichsen compares to the infinite regress of 
two facing mirrors, what he characterises as “the 
labyrinth of narcissism” (128). 

Henrot’s “scintillating Op Art of nested 
screens” (Burnett, 137) need not be read as 
narcissistic, rather they create an intensification of what 
Burnett calls “the surface of the all” which Henrot has 
“crumpled to a plenum of perfect density” (139).xiii 
The knowledge-montage of Grosse Fatigue, like 
Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas, renounces teleology 
and  rejects  intelligibility,  presenting,  not  a  “closed 
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field of knowledge” but a “whirling, centrifugal field” 
leaving a space open for the vertigo of the archive 
(Michaud, 12-13). This simultaneous bifurcation and 
concatenation may resonate with Deleuze’s notion of 
a cinematic “crystal-image” which Marks compares, in 
its widening circuit of actual and virtual images, to a 
hall of mirrors (65). In attempting to visualise Deleuzian 
virtuality, I confess to imagining the “ghostly comet 
tails that trail every object when one is under the 
influence of a strong psychedelic”, which is how 
Burnett describes Henrot’s recursive windows and 
“digital halos” (136), perhaps invoking Walter 
Benjamin’s aura, neither lost, nor found, but stuttering, 
glitching, oscillating. 

In this sense, the accelerationism of Grosse 
Fatigue (if that term can be rescued from its political 
implications) might be said to engage with a process 
of anarchiving rather than of archiving. In Mal 
d’Archive or Archive Fever, Derrida discusses Freud’s 
death drive in terms of a “violence of forgetting” 
which he calls anarchival – an “anarchic” drive that 
puts  to  death   “the  very  thing,  whatever  its  name, 

 

which carries the law in its tradition” (Derrida, 2011, 
51). Mal d’Archive, as the English translation suggests, 
is a malady in which the infected individual burns with 
passion, “a compulsive, repetitive, and nostalgic 
desire for the archive” (57). But Derrida is aware that 
anarchiving runs the risk of being subsumed by the 
archive, of producing the very thing it seeks to burn to 
cinders (59). A more recent detournement of the term 
can be seen in writings produced by the Senselab, an 
international network of participants involved in 
research creation. The Senselab refigures Derrida’s 
equation of anarchy with destruction into something 
much more affirmative: sharing, although Derrida 
himself does talk about democratisation and equal 
access to the archive (11), so that, clearly, any archival 
commons is by default anarchival. The Senselab’s 
collective thinking and making around the anarchive 
coalesced into The Go-To How-To Book of 
Anarchiving, in which short texts by multiple 
participants create a collaborative definition of the 
term and its potential activation. Christoph Brunner 
writes that the anarchival “upsurge” takes material as  
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a multiplicity “to generate new multiplicities” (58) in 
reverse of the archival gesture, which is one of an 
excision of “life processes” (72). These life-processes, 
Brunner says, are the “anarchic share” of the archive. 

As much as it disrupts the archive, Grosse 
Fatigue nevertheless enacts Benjamin’s “cataloguing 
psychosis”(124) (another malady, along with Derrida’s 
archive fever), and begs for the classification of its 
images. A dead buzzard rests its head on a desk; a 
seahorse skeleton suffers the indignity of an x-ray; the 
toothy snout of a live alligator grins malevolently; a 
magnificent rooster stares down the viewer; fish 
skeletons swim in formaldehyde; a card catalogue is 
full of pressed insects; the desktop pattern is first an 
elephant’s wrinkled skin, next a zebra’s striped flanks; 
empty seashells are hollow without their inhabitants; a 
pair of feminine hands opens a book about cats, while, 
in another window, drawer after drawer of 
taxidermied parrots are revealed, until the final drawer 
unveils contorted flamingos tied up with ribbons; we 
flick through calendar pages of endangered wildlife: 
panda, rhino, tiger, orangutan, while Orraca-Tetteh 
intones a list of animals begat by creation, including 
coelacanths, mammoths, marsupials, hyenas, tree-
sloths, giraffes, and butterflies; a tree-frog sits on an 
iPhone, pulsating its vocal sac; tortoises eat lettuce 
with great relish; animal-related internet memes 
infiltrate: the Ikea monkey, and white cats with 
different coloured eyes. The cats' eyes seem a witty 
encapsulation of perspectivism, reminding that there 
is more than one way of seeing the world.   

Henrot’s cinematic nature-cultures create 
what Viveiros de Castro might refer to as a 
“multinaturalism”, in which there is not one “nature”, 
(14). Images proliferate; the continual opening up of 
screens parodises and even parasitises taxonomic 
division, alluding to the subdivision of cells, of 
expanding rootlets and rhizomes. In constantly 
unfolding and opening out categories, including that 
of the animal, Henrot creates boxes which cannot 
contain but only ever engender more complex 
involutions. It is not a question of abolishing borders, 
Viveiros de Castro counsels, for example, those 
between “humans” and “nonhumans”, but rather of 
“unreducing” and “undefining” them, “folding and 
thickening  them”,  “diffracting  and  rendering  them  

iridescent” in what Deleuze and Guattari would call a 
“generalised chromaticism” (Cannibal Metaphysics, 
45). This shimmering can be seen throughout Grosse 
Fatigue, in the Milky Way screensaver, pearlescent 
fingernails, and rainbow refractions of a CD, linking 
vastly different subject matter with the sympathetic 
magic of hue. 

For the Senselab, the anarchive is not about 
preserving the past but about co-producing futures, a 
hope that Viveiros de Castro shares for a decolonised 
anthropology, in which “knowing is no longer a way 
of representing the unknown but of interacting with it, 
i.e., a way of creating rather than contemplating” 
(105). Even the behemoths of the institutions 
themselves have realised the value of the anarchival 
intervention, hence an artist like Henrot being offered 
a residency at the Smithsonian Institute. 

Henrot’s depiction of the Smithsonian is not 
critical in a negative sense. The taxonomic collection 
of animals is lovingly portrayed: an archivist gently 
holds a dead bird the size of a cigar between thumb 
and forefinger; photographed images of animals are 
caressed by an omnipresent pair of manicured, 
feminine hands. The desks and office spaces of 
museum workers, and occasionally the workers 
themselves, appear as lovable and quirky; Henrot 
“humanises” a space which is, after all, a mausoleum. 
Like the animot which “breathes life” into text, 
Henrot’s cinemal breathes life back into the archive, 
and she does this in part by mixing footage of live, 
dead and photographed animals, although all of 
these would, according to Barthes, count as 
catastrophic “future corpses”. Grosse Fatigue enacts 
a vertiginous becoming-animal of the archive, as dead 
specimens are animated by their live cousins. 

In Cinema 2: The Time-Image, Deleuze talks 
about images unearthed in the excavation of 
discursive histories as ‘‘strangely active fossils, 
radioactive, inexplicable in the present where they 
surface, and all the more harmful and autonomous. 
Not recollections but hallucinations’’ (Marks, 51). 
While Deleuze’s radioactive fossil might refer to any 
image, it becomes explicit in the anarchival work of 
Henrot, some of whose images are literally fossils, or 
“radioactive” (for example, the x-rayed seahorses 
which  appear  just  as Orraca-Tetteh mentions “spirits  
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of the underworld”). Marks compares Deleuze’s fossil 
with Benjamin’s fetish, whose “eerily beckoning 
luminosity” is known as aura. Again, Grosse Fatigue 
makes material the idea, in this case the fetish, as idols 
from Africa and India jostle with the cinemal. 
According to Marks, both fossil and fetish unlock 
memory and beckon the viewer to excavate the past 
(81). 

One way Henrot achieves this “beckoning” is 
with her use of perfectly manicured feminine hands 
which caress each object sensually, inviting the viewer 
to engage in the haptic visuality of an erotically 
charged excavation. Here, the anarchival process is 
abetted by the introduction of sex into the institution. 
Shots of naked male and female torsos soaping 
themselves in the shower are juxtaposed with the 
mundane interiors of the Smithsonian, as well as with 
animal imagery. Chromaticism is associated with sex – 
the manicured nails are always colour coded – when 
they fan out a multihued pantone chart, it is the only 
time the nails are white, reenacting Newton’s 
experiment with the prism. Juxtaposed with a naked 
male torso recalling the perfect musculature of 
Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man (the ultimate icon of 
humanism), the fan of colour, like a peacock’s tail, 
bespeaks an opportunity for female sexual selection, 
while, when Orraca-Tetteh mentions the word 
“polygamy”, the hand, with each nail a different 
colour, strokes the back of a chameleon. A series of 
nested windows reaches a literally orgasmic 
crescendo, as the female hands go down their own 
panties, making the film, not only cosmogonic, but 
cosmoyonic. 

No one has written about the relationship 
between human and animal sexuality as evocatively as 
Alphonso Lingis, whose essay “Animal Body, 
Inhuman Face” suggests that human intercourse is 
impoverished if it doesn’t embrace the entire bestiary. 
For Lingis, sex is a multinatural act, encompassing 
“the contented cluckings of a hen stroked on the 
neck”, “the smooth warm flanks of a horse”, and “the 
powdery feathers of cockatoos”. When we make love 
with someone of our own species, “we also make love 
with the horse and the calf, the kitten and the 
cockatoo, the powdery moths and the lustful crickets” 
(170-171). 

But while Lingis’s generalised eroticism (if not  

chromaticism) is euphoric, Henrot compares the 
masturbation sequence to the narcissism and 
loneliness of knowledge compulsion (Picard). This is 
where we are forced to remember the title of the film 
and the exhaustion it implies. Post-orgasm, Orraca-
Tetteh’s spoken word turns into a mournful song 
about loneliness, as a Smithsonian employee gently 
fondles a drawer full of dead toucans, suggesting 
necrophilia lurks in the archive. Unsettling footage of a 
raven pecking at a dying raptor gives curiosity a violent 
edge, alluding to the cannibalism the archive might 
be said to enact. Henrot herself says the film is about 
“the exhaustion of natural resources, an 
encyclopaedia without glory, a melancholy vision of 
failure”(Pigeât, 36). As Orraca-Tetteh sings of the 
heat-death of the universe, an ornithologist holds up 
a stuffed, flattened penguin. 

John Berger’s oft-quoted essay “Why Look at 
Animals?” contains the ominous phrase “Everywhere 
animals disappear” (26), and Lippit begins Electric 
Animal with this quote, but modifies Berger’s 
argument by suggesting that animals “never entirely 
vanish”, rather they exist in “a state of perpetual 
vanishing”. According to Lippit, in the era of 
technological media and cinema, animals are no 
longer sacrificial, but “spectral” (1). Grosse Fatigue 
figures the archive as full of animal ghosts, what Lippit 
terms “active phantoms” in the “crypt of modernity” 
(54). It’s interesting to note that the artist made the film 
when she had just moved to New York City, when all 
her personal effects were in crates (like the storage 
units at the Smithsonian) and her dog had just died 
(Pigeât, 36). Perhaps, then, Henrot’s dead dog was 
the spectral animal who breathed life into the archive? 
The underdog who inspired the dizzying scope of 
such an overview? For in spite of the film’s entropic 
title, even death and extinction cannot expunge the 
sheer delight in “that hallucination of the other that 
allows the spectator, in a momentary jouissance, to 
enter into the spectacle, to commingle with the 
spectacle, to embrace, as it were, the spectral other or 
dying animal” (Lippit, 177). 

The cinemal is just such a spectral animal, 
both fossil and fetish, a simultaneous record of the 
past and a repository for hopes and fears. Henrot’s 
filmic oeuvre runs the gamut from the singular animal, 
to mythic totemism, to impersonal taxonomies, and in  
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Grosse Fatigue, she generates a system of endless 
proliferation which allows for all of these possibilities to 
co-exist simultaneously. Henrot’s cinematic anarchive 
is a metamodel in which human, animal, and 
technological nature-cultures are rhythmically, 
chromatically and sonically enmeshed. In this sense, 
both archive and cinema are reconfigured, and 
cinemal comes to stand, not just for cinematic animals, 
but for the animated anarchival body of the film itself. 
This is where a politics of multinaturalism begins. 
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Notes 

1 Use of the term rendering here is deliberately redolent of the 
exploitation of the animal corpse in order to extract its fatty oils. 

2 A 2016 conference held by the Human and Animal Research Network 
in Sydney was titled Animaladies to emphasise connections between 
animality and illness, including “the ‘crazy love’ of animal advocates”: 
http://sydney.edu.au/arts/research/harn/conferences/index.shtml 

3 If the Anthropocene marks the epoch of human planetary destruction, 
then “dehumanisation” takes on positive associations. 

4 Examples of animal filmmakers include Kitch the cat, who receives 
billing in Carolee Schneemann’s 1967 Fuses equal with the other 
participant-creators (interestingly, it is a scratch film), and Yona 
Friedman’s series of animated shorts available on Vimeo, where Balkis 
Berger-Dobermann is listed as “Executive Producer”. 

5 Suture is a term from film theory referring to the viewer’s being 
“stitched” into the filmic mis-en-scene. Avant garde techniques, 
including scratch film, deliberately disrupt suture. Henrot exceed the 
scratch with a brutal cut in Coupé/Décalé (2010) in which the film has 
been spliced down the middle and reconnected with the scarification 
still visible, the two sides forever out of synch. The violence of this 
film forces an interrogation of ethnographic film practices. 

6 This becoming-animal of the viewer, or at least the becoming-Balkis 
of the camera as it pans across the ceiling, recalls Kafka’s The 
Metamorphosis; to the insectoid Gregor Samsa, ceilings no longer seem 
upside down, but rather, the right way up. 

7 The full title is L’Amerique Entre La Bible et Darwin, by Dominique 
LeCourt, but we do not get to see the first word. Darwin makes another 
appearance in Henrot’s later film Grosse Fatigue, as a bobble-head doll 
next to his book The Origin of the Species, on a desk behind the scenes 
at the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History. The dialectic between 
creationism and evolution is writ large in the cosmogony of Grosse 
Fatigue, and throughout her oeuvre a productive tension exists between 
natural and cultural systems, bringing to mind Donna Harraway’s pithy 
term “nature-cultures”, or Viveiros de Castro’s “multinaturalism”. 

53



8 Balkis Berger-Dobermann co-wrote with Yona Friedman the book 
Vous avez un chien: c'est lui qui vous a choisi(e), (You have a dog, it’s 
him/ her who chose you), Editions l’Eclat, 2004. 
1 In their mutual “inhumanity”, animal and machine are irrevocably 
intertwined in the human imagination, for better or worse, from 
Descartes to Donna Haraway. 

9 The act of digging seems significant for someone like Henrot who is 
equally inspired by dogs and archaeology. In their constant digging for 
bones, dogs might be seen as the originary archaeologists. Dieter 
Roelstraete writes about the archaeological turn in contemporary art in 
The Way of the Shovel: on the Archaeological Imaginary in Art. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013. 

10 Henrot was granted permission to film the collections belonging to 
the Smithsonian Archives of American Art, the Smithsonian National 
Museum of Natural History, and the Smithsonian National Air and 
Space Museum. 

11 The sense of disquiet that departure from Western perspectives 
arouses is astounding. In this regard, Viveiros de Castro’s call for 
anthropology to instigate “the permanent decolonisation of thought” is 
most welcome (40). 

12 Henrot herself notes “…the computer also has a baroque dimension, 
in the sense that everything in it is folded up, as in a book, and in old 
pieces of papyrus” (Pigeât, 36) 
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eozoon, founded in 2009, is an anonymous 
collective of female artists based in Berlin 
and Paris. Human-animal relations are at the 

center of their artistic work. The group became known 
for their street art in public spaces in which, amongst 
others, worn out fur coats appeared as the silhouettes 
of animals on house walls. Recycling found footage is 
also a recurring element in their work, where the 
group often employs amateur videos from YouTube. 
Their cinematic work deals with contradictions in our 
daily contact with animals in language, practise and 
with the representational medialization of these 
interfaces.  

Their films were recently shown at the 
Transmediale HKW, Berlin (2012), at the exhibition 
»global aCtIVISm«, Karlsruhe (2013), and in the Musée
Natinal d’Histoire Naturelle Paris, at the VAEFF, New
York, and Kasseler Dokumentarfilm - und Videofest 
(2014). In 2014 their video work titled Buck Fever won
the 1st prize at the Best Experimental Short, Cannes
Short Film Festival. Giovanni Aloi, Editor in Chief of 
Antennae discussed this and other works in an
interview with the artists.

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Giovanni Aloi: Over many projects, you have 
critically used found footage and cameras in order to 
reveal sociological phenomena, map paradoxes of 
anthropocentric cultural norms, and deconstruct 
seemingly transparent, cultural/representational 
paradigms. How did your interest in animals and film 
develop? 

Neozoon: The reason for this specific interest is complex 
and different - it has to do with personal experiences as 
well as with a special interest in human behavior. We 
were already interested in the human-animal relationship 
before the founding of Neozoon (we know each other 
from art school…) As we started in 2009 with a street art 
project we used old fur coats as material for our artistic 
expression. At that time, the material was decisive for the 
work, but the longer we worked with it, the more 
complex this issue turned out to be. Moreover, the 
awareness towards the topic has increased in public 
perception over the past couple of years. That 
encouraged us to continue working in this context. Also, 
the vast amount of available digital insight made it very 
interesting  to  look  further  into  the  subject.  There  are  

N 

NEOZOON: 
A YOUTUBE ZOOPRAXISCOPE 

With the growing popularity of social media and the availability of digital video recording equipment 
becoming more ubiquitous and portable new private/public human/animal relationships have become visible 
online. Neozoon, an anonymous collective of female artists has recently gathered international attention 
through their innovative approach to the found online footage. 

Interviewer: Giovanni Aloi 
Interviewee: Neozoon 

55



so many interesting debates going on at the moment, 
questioning what separates human beings from 
animals and what connects them. We try to translate 
that in form of collages, installations and film work.   

G.A.: Appropriation plays a key role in the making of 
your video work. How do you come across the video 
material you end up incorporating in your work? What 
criteria apply? How long can it take to make one? 

N.: Oh, it can take a very long time, because you have 
to think on different levels and in addition to the linear 
story you always have to consider the inherent 
information. 

The use of found footage is a central part in 
our work. As we said, we are motivated by a deep 
interest in human behavior and in this context, it is 
indispensable for us to fall back upon social media 
videos. Beyond that, it seems superfluous to us, in 
today's flood of images to create new ones for what 
we  want  to  depict.  Quite  specifically,  in most of the  

cases, we come across by frequently occurring group  
phenomena. We are rarely interested in individual 
stories.  

G.A.: There’s an anthropological dimension to video 
works like MY BBY8L3W and Buck Fever – how much 
of the embedded critique in these works is 
premeditated and how much of it emerges as you 
observe/research the videos online? 

N.: That can be one way or another. In some cases first, 
there is the digital phenomenon - like the shooting 
sequences for Buck Fever or the “Furry Friend Tags” for 
MY BBY. There is a lot of strange behavior in the world. 
Partly we may already have a certain expectation, aimed 
accordingly in searching, but we also come across 
unexpected material during the working process. At 
best, the "imbedded criticism" rises in the eye of the 
recipient. We are less concerned in demonstrating 
disapproval and more interested in holding up a mirror 
to ongoing socio-cultural representations. 
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G.A.: YouTube is one of the most fascinating online 
archives currently available. Why is this platform the 
one that you have used more frequently in your work? 
Do you think that videos on YouTube reveal 
something specific about human/animal relations? 

N.: YouTube plays a very important role for us - not 
only because of the easy accessibility. The platform 
offers interesting insights into personal visions and 
different ways of life. Beyond that, it is widely known 
that there is a huge sector dedicated to animals on 
that site. Because in spite of the damage that animals 
are inflicted upon by humans, there is also the other 
extreme: that of the exaggerated affection. It entails a 
so-called “cognitive dissonance” when people 
express affection towards some animals while eating 
others. So we are very interested in situations where 
this “gap” and the human alienation from nature 
becomes visible. There is no better archive for this 
than the social networks. 

G.A.: Why do you think people are compelled to film 
and share specific moments in human/animal 
relations so much so that you can actually pick out a 
new vernacular or genre that then becomes the focus 
of your own work? Why these and not others, for 
instance?  

N.: Pets are massively represented as a kind of 
consumer goods and meanwhile, we all know that 
videos with ‘cat content’ have a soothing effect on 
people. And showing animals on YouTube always 
means that your video upload is going to be a hit. A 
dog with a unique "guilty" behavior, for instance, may 
possibly end in a children´s book series, so the 
economic factor should also not be underestimated. 
But maybe the increasing video representation is just 
a straight enhancement of the individuality of human 
personality. An animal makes your clip more 
interesting and you can more or less do what you like 
without its consent.  
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G.A.: Do you ever become concerned or pay 
attention to the comments people leave in relation to 
the footage you end up using? 

N.: When we started working with film footage we 
ignored most of the comments, but recently it 
developed a new meaning for us. This might be 
because of the focus we are currently giving to on our 
new film project, which will include religion. We 
encountered so much hate, malice, and fake news of 
late, that we felt compelled to interfere in the 
discussion. Although at the moment our focus is not 
really on comments left by viewers. But who knows? – 
maybe in future projects… 

G.A.: Editing plays an extremely important role in your 
work—Buck Fever has tremendous rhythm—the 
crescendo of hunter shots coupled with the image of 
animals falling to the ground has a viscera quality—I 
remember watching it for the first time and feeling a 
sense of deep sadness and unease, as if the brutality 
of hunting, which in filmic renditions is most  regularly  

adulcorated, was being revealed in its nonsensical 
essence. The intertwined images and dialogues 
captures a disturbing and paradoxical sense of total 
disconnect between animal and human—a 
dimension in which loving and killing oddly collide. 
How did the idea for Buck Fever come about and 
what principles were at play in your editing choices?  

N.: Once we discovered these hunting videos, we 
knew immediately that they would be interesting for a 
film project. The thrill before the shot; the moment of 
“buck fever” (a real physical reaction), and the strange 
ambivalence between admiring and killing animals 
triggered something in us. The hunters' actions and 
statements – for example at the end of the film, when 
they all talk about their "beautiful animals" - seem 
much more powerful to us when we adjoined them in 
a sequence. The relentless use of repetition and 
looping in the editing helps to finally expose 
concealed structures of power. 

G.A.: What is your take on hunting? 
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N.: Some animals seem to trigger in people a wish to 
dominate. It´s not about killing for food, it has 
developed into a kind of “sport” with the animals 
becoming a by-product. In Big Game and Buck Fever, 
all protagonists are amateur-hunters looking for the 
biggest, wildest, and most beautiful animal. Maybe 
this has something to do with omnipotence fantasies, 
personal anxieties, and with the illusion that nature can 
be controlled by them and with that, perhaps, other 
things in their life too?  

And it is not only about the power of man 
over beast, it is also about power over other men. The 
possibility to present the hunted animal immediately 
on the Internet attracts followers. 

Also in Europe, there are so many myths 
about hunting, why it is supposedly necessary to 
protect the forests or that foxes need to be shot 
because of the absence of natural enemies etc. 
Honestly, we think that is all nonsense and it is only 
about the preservation of hunting possibilities. 

G.A.: MY BBY8L3W is another one of my favorite 
works of yours. Like Buck Fever, it digs beneath the 
surface of filmic appearances in search of a deeper 
truth in human/animal relations. But this time, your 
focus is on young girls and their relationship with their 
pets as seen by the camera. The editing is once again 
extremely powerful. Through a certain rhythm and an 
uncanny process of multiplication, the editing draws 
the   viewer   deeper   into   a   developing   image  of  

absurdity designed to perplex. MY BBY8L3W 
becomes uncomfortable viewing as unexpectedly 
sexual overtones emerge from the image collage of 
multiple segments of girls kissing their pets at unison. 
Can you tell us how this concept emerged?  

N.: Sure! First, there was the discovery of these „furry 
friend tags“ on YouTube where young girls were 
answering a particular questionnaire about their pets. 
These friend-tags seems to be a welcome change to 
their daily make-up channel routine. We carefully 
watched an amount of footage and realized that all 
these women talked in a similar way. It became 
obvious that we had to juxtapose them, to let them 
talk simultaneously. We separated some of the 
statements and emphasized the actions at the end of 
the film. Tongue kissing is mostly reserved for sexual 
partners of the same species and nursing accordingly 
to the own descendants. In MY BBY, these red lines 
are crossed in a cultural space that makes them 
somewhat acceptable. 

G.A.: Where you ever scared of taking MY BBY8L3W 
too far? 

N.: Oh yes, there is much more creepy stuff - but after 
a while, you learn which clips you should better ignore. 
So, it was clear that we didn’t want to go too far 
because it´s not just about showing sensational 
sequences  between  women  and pets. We are more  
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interested in the questions lying behind the footage. 
Why are so many people disgusted by clearly 
voluntary animal behavior. To decide which video-
segment is going to be combined with is always a 
game between possibilities and boundaries. We 
spend a lot of time discussing because each individual 
clip can influence the interpretation of the film in a 
particular way.  

G.A.: I showed MY BBY8L3W to a colleague of mine 
and to my surprise, she felt you were mocking young 
girls through the selective construction of a femininity 
produced by your editing. Her point of view did not 
change when I pointed out that Neozoon is a female 
collective. Has MY BBY8L3W attracted any criticism 
and what do you think of my colleague’s response?  

N.: So far, the film hasn t́ received any criticism in this 
direction. But of course, we are aware that the film 
emphasizes a stereotype. Ultimately, we cannot deny 
that it is hard to find men filming themselves with their 
pets in that way. So, we are ultimately saying 
something true about what happens in relation to pets 
and   gender.   For  certain  reasons,  these videos are  

totally popular with girls and women. They are filming 
themselves and enacting these clichés without critical 
reflection and spread them virally—it seemed 
inappropriate to omit this reality. But we totally 
understand that one can get that a viewer can find the 
material unpleasant—we find the material unpleasant 
too and deliberately wanted to place it in a prominent 
position within the work. 

G.A.: It seems to me that gender plays a defining role 
in your inquiry and that you approach it in a very 
critical, albeit humorous way. Am I right? 

N.: The philosophical concept of meat and flesh is 
often linked to the idea of masculinity and power. For 
example, in Germany, there is a magazine called Beef 
– for men with taste. We can imagine that there is an 
interconnection between patriarchal structures and
the exploitation of animals. But that wasn t́ our starting 
point. In connection with our street art project, we 
realized that even in that context women were hardly 
to be found. This, and a lot of other circumstances 
attracted us to occupy areas that are still dominated
by men. The women's rights movement is already 200
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years old and still has so much more to do—but the 
animal rights movement is still at the beginning. There 
is a paradigm shift in the sciences and for the first time 
in the world history, people are thinking about 
alternatives to meat on a larger scale than ever—from 
a historical point of view this is highly interesting and 
we find it fascinating to problematize these issues 
artistically - with humour, irony, and sometimes also 
with mockery. 

G.A.: What role does sound play in the found footage 
collages you produce? 

N.: Sound plays an important role and we treat it 
strictly equivalent to the moving picture. In most of the 
films, we used the original sound, which means that 
the soundtrack already has to be considered during 
the research. In recent films projects, we also used 
music for giving an inner structure and a framework for 
the picture plane. 

G.A.: In the trailer for Love Goes Through the 
Stomach, a new work that’s going to be released this 
year, you turned  your  attention to supermarkets and  

 

our complex relationship with animal-derivate food. 
What can we expect this film to unveil? 

N.: The film is dedicated to nutrition and the human 
relationship to animal production and consumption. 
We try to provide insights into the behavior of a 
western affluent society between a lack of 
appreciation and the origin of animal products. 
Starting material was (like always) from YouTube and 
serves different internet phenomena such as ASMR, 
Mukbang, and Let’s Play Videos. With an 
experimental narrative perspective, we tried to point 
out destructive aspects of global consumer behavior. 

G.A.: Big Game is a five-track screening that 
documents big game hunting through the eyes of 
tourist trophy hunters. The YouTube collage shows 
the hunters' tension before shooting an animal, the 
expression of stereotype emotions, the preparing and 
posing in front of the cameras and finally the trophies 
at the hunters' homes in the US and Europe.   

Would I be correct to state that there is 
something about the juxtaposition of footage and 
audio that works in revealing the absurdity of hunting  
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practices? Seen individually, these films are disturbing 
in their own right, but there is something rather creepy 
emerging from the simultaneous tracks? What’s your 
take? 

N.: The hunters' video material is extremely charged 
because of the strong excitement of the protagonists. 
Modern hunting is always about one single man 
against one single animal and the accentuation of 
their own "achievement" is very important for a 
hunter. This can also be seen in the handling of the 
trophies afterward. When we let the protagonist 
perform  their  actions  simultaneously,  the  individual  

becomes lost and maybe, at that point, the killing act 
is exposed for what it is: a desperate and sad attempt 
to control something, that isn t́ controllable. 

G.A.: Good Boy-Bad Boy proposes a series of video 
segments in which dogs are praised or punished by 
their owners—once again the line between cute and 
creepy is very thin. The juxtaposition of footage 
proposes the flickering of different animal portraits 
frantically vacillating between the intelligent and the 
mechanical. The dogs obey orders with impeccable 
and surprising precision but they are simultaneously 
elevated   by   their   abilities  and  degraded  by  their  
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dependence. When the tone changes and animals 
are told off, the register swiftly shifts the footage to 
reveal animals through oddly, at time cartoonish, 
anthropomorphic vignettes. Most of your work seems 
to deliberately desire to produce a sense of 
ontological instability in the viewer—is this your aim, 
and why? 

N.: The term “Ontological instability” describes it 
quite well. We would appreciate if the recipients 
“stumbled” in an ontological or metaphysical sense 
by watching our films. Sometimes you only have to 
make minimal alterations to open up a new thinking 
space. We aim to change certain viewing habits to 
create a broader awareness of human speciesism, 
which affects all living beings. Good boy – Bad Boy 
was one of our first filmwork with viral animal clip 
material. We were surprised (2009) by finding out that 
so many people love to make fun of dogs with a sense 
of guilt (one of many characteristics that humans share 
with this species) We wanted to emphasise also the 
strange ambivalence between the dogs and their 
owners when something supposedly serious becomes 
a spectacle for the camera. 

G.A.: In the synopsis for Good Boy-Bad Boy you 
mention that the film captures “the unabashed display 
of human interaction with domestic animals and its 
viral effect on an imitative internet community”. Is 
YouTube, and the ready availability of filming 
equipment, changing our relationships with animals or 
simply demonstrating what has been there for a long 
time? 

N.: Which was first: chicken or egg? It is indisputable, 
that certain practices increase when people feel 
justified by the presence of a like-minded 
community—but we actually think that the behavior 
must have been there before YouTube displayed it to 
the world and amplified it. Since the ascent of the 
industrial meat production, the overpowering love for 
domestic animals has grown exponentially. But the 
digital revolution is still at the beginning and in the 
long run we believe that this mediatic shift will bear 
substantial repercussions on the perception of 
human-animal-relationships. 

G.A: How does your work on film influence your 
projects involving other media? 

N.: The reason why we work together is our shared 
interest in nature. No matter what medium we use, at 
the end everything is guided by this topic. In this 
sense, our film work influences the other installations - 
but it can work just as well in the other direction – for 
example, our new print series "Carré” connects 
directly to films like Buck fever or Big Game.  

G.A.: You have also produced a substantial amount of 
work using fur—it is hard not to notice that although 
very different, these works also rely on indexicality and 
appropriation just as much as your video works. Why 
is indexicality so important to your work? 

N.: As already mentioned, one of our first projects was 
a long-term street artwork repurposing old fur coats. 
We started in 2009 with several group members in 
different cities in Europe by putting different animal 
silhouettes on city walls. 

We tried to make the “original” living animals 
out of the coats but of course, that wasn t́ always 
possible. Especially in the case of the Karakul coats 
(from newborn and fetal lambs…), it was easy to 
determine the origin – so we made flocks of sheep 
from them. In the thirties, the Karakul Fur Coat was a 
“middle-class” fur and it was a secure capital  
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investment. But in the last 40 years they totally 
diminished in value and now most of them end up in 
the trash. 

Another larger project was the 
accommodation of a group of whole coats in the zoo. 
We put those (mechanical moving) animals in an old 
cage in a German zoo and added a sign on which the 
species was described in the same way as the other 
species in the zoo. And then we watched the people.  

The result is an equally funny as well as an irritating film 
about the selective perception of people regarding 
animal "products" and what happens when you 
change the context. 

Even if it is not obvious, there are of course 
parallels between our different projects. Beyond the 
recycling factor - all our works have a special relation 
to reality. We are interested in naturalized thought and  
perception  patterns.  Whether  we  are  dealing  with 
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haptic or cinematic material, we are always guided by 
the idea of making the invisible visible.   

G.A: How close do you see yourselves to the animal-
studies academic communities and what role does 
theory play in your practice? 

N.:We have been in exchange with many people from 

Human-Animal Studies since 2012. It is a continuously 
growing and diverse movement and we have shared 
interests. We received a lot of input from scholars and 
hope that this also works in the other direction as well. 
But it is also important for us to clear our minds 
frequently from theory, in order to maintain a playful 
and fresh approach to the subject too. 
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G.A: What are you currently working on?  

N.: We are working on different projects at once. For 
example, the already mentioned series "Carré", in 
which we use original Hermès scarfs as a canvas for 
imprints. Animals play a recurring role in the 
manufacturing of these luxury items (they are all made 
of silk) as well as in our treatment of them. We 
combine internet pictures of really big game hunter 
with the paradisiacal nature scenarios of the scarfs to 
refer to the connection between decoration and 
hunting. Big Game Hunters love to decorate their 
walls with the trophies for which they paid a lot of 
money. And the dead animals are always prepared as 
if they are still wandering through untouched nature.  
And the motifs of the scarfs (also expensive collector 
items for which Hermes even provides wall mounting 
attachments) also represent idealized worlds – so we 
merely add a piece of reality to complete these 
pictures. 

Beyond that, we are also working on a new 
film project with the title Little Lower than the Angels. 
In this film collage, we will investigate the relationship 
between religion and speciesism. We focus on 
different sermons of the major world religions and try 
to get to the bottom of the human fear as incarnated 
in an animal. 

Neozoon is a female art collective founded 2009 in Berlin and 
Paris. Their work focuses on the relationship between animals 
and humans, and how modern societies deal with both – dead 
and living animals. Neozoon actions take place in public 
spaces: city streets, public institutions and the web. Their 
artistic mediums range from collage to installations and film. 
Recycling found footage is also a recurring element in their 
work, where the group often employs amateur videos from 
YouTube. Amongst others their work has been shown at 
Centre Pompidou in Paris, at HKW in Berlin, at Rooftop Films 
in New York and at IFFR in Rotterdam. 
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I do not suffer from the arrogance of 
anthropocentrism. 
(Švankmajer in Matt 2011, 178)  

he contemporary Czech surrealist artist and 
filmmaker Jan Švankmajer claims that the 
abundance of animals, stones, and natural 

objects in his art is a consequence of his deep-seated 
distrust of human exceptionalism. Since the early 
1960s, Švankmajer has created a panoply of 
imaginary beings in collages and assemblages, 
splicing elements from natural history illustrations 
together into new species, and piecing together 
animal bones and taxidermy to form a wildly unusual 
bestiary. Similar techniques feed into many of the films 
for which he is better known. Employing a 
combination of live action and animation, Švankmajer 
makes animal taxidermy, flesh, bones, and imaginary 
animal assemblages assume an unpredictable life in 
the midst of everyday settings. Across his work in 
different media, these animals appear to be engaged 
in dark revolts against human domination. 

Working in the context of the surrealist group 
of Prague, Švankmajer is an example of the 
persistence and continued inventiveness of organized 
surrealism into the present (Löwy 2009, 107–116; 
Harris 2016). At the same time, the artist’s at once 
imaginative, grotesque, and humorous depictions of 
animals also continue a longstanding surrealist 
fascination for the nonhuman. From Max Ernst's 
collage novels and Leonora Carrington's paintings to 
works by Toyen and Jorge Camacho, surrealist art 
frequently depicts animals that invade human interiors, 
commune with humans, and act out their own desires. 
While these animals are frequently imbued with 
mythical, magical, or alchemical features, they are also 
steeped in a tangible sense of otherness and an 
uncanny spectrality. From the movement's early years, 
surrealist art has then tended to undermine received 
conceptions of animals through interventions of the 
imagination and allusions to esotericism and myth. As 
this essay will seek to show, however, rather than 
being mere projections of the human imagination, 
these surrealist animals point to a deep  entanglement  

T 

JAN ŠVANKMAJER, S
 
 
 
URREALISM 

AND DARK ECOLOGY 

This essay examines depictions of animals in films by the contemporary Czech surrealist artist Jan 
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of the human and the nonhuman, an ecology that is as 
dark and perilous as it is fraught with the promise of 
new forms of coexistence. Surrealist film is also 
teeming with animals. Already the titles of early works 
such as Germaine Dulac’s La Coquille et le Clergyman 
(1928), Man Ray’s L'étoile de Mer (1928), and Luis 
Buñuel’s and Salvador Dalí’s Un Chien Andalou (1929) 
refer to animals. The latter film, as well as Buñuel and 
Dalí’s second film L'Âge d'or (1930), incorporate 
archival footage of sea urchins and scorpions and let 
loose ants, dead donkeys, and cows in bourgeois 
interiors. The biologist Jean Painlevé evinced a strong 
surrealist bent in many of his documentary films, 
including The Octopus (Le pieuvre, 1927), The 
Seahorse (L’hippocampe, 1933), and The Vampire (Le 
Vampire, 1945), in which he depicts animals as both 
wondrous and other, morphological and ethological 
reminders of the immense diversity of life beyond the 
human. In the vibrant surrealist post-war film, animals 
assume the position of totems and familiars in Nelly 
Kaplan’s films, most notably A Very Curious Girl (La 
Fiancée du Pirate, 1969) and Néa (1976), but the films 
exceed this symbolic function, as their protagonists 
engage in intimate acts of communion with their goat 
and cat companions.[1] Švankmajer’s animal depictions 
draw     upon    many    of    these characteristics of  the     

nonhuman in earlier surrealist art and films. 
Surrealist visual culture then presents a 

bestiary of sorts with a strong imaginary charge, and 
may as well draw on myths and premodern natural 
history, as on zoological observation and 
documentary representation. There is however little 
of a coherent animal-aesthetics at work throughout 
surrealism, and more of an investigative probing of 
the surrounding world for secrets and mysteries 
ostensibly concealed in a modernity predicated upon 
human exceptionalism and the concurrent separation 
of the human and the nonhuman. Scholars have 
recently pointed out that some surrealist thought 
resonates with issues that are central within animal 
studies, and that there are strong ecological 
tendencies in surrealist art and thought (Conley 2013, 
19–20; Roberts 2016). Anat Pick’s (2011) conception 
of a “creaturely poetics” that merges politics and 
mysticism incorporates discussion of surrealist film. 
Yet, despite what Matthew Calarco (2008, 6) 
describes as animal studies’ objective of “seeking out 
every available resource to aid in the task of working 
through the question of the animal,” surrealism is a 
largely untapped source when it comes to the 
charting of radical animal thought and art. 
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In this essay, I will situate Švankmajer’s films in 
the context of surrealist theoretical writings about 
animals and nature. So, pinpointing a rarely discussed 
criticism of anthropocentrism in surrealism, I proceed 
to examine Švankmajer’s creation of imaginary 
animals and animation of animal parts as attempts at 
stimulating new thought about animals and as an 
injunction to ecological conceptions. Švankmajer’s 
incorporation of parts of dead animals certainly raises 
ethical issues of the kind that has been discussed in 
the scholarship and critical reception of animals in art 
(Aloi, 2010; Baker 2013). It may also seem counter-
intuitive to ascribe an ecological potential to works 
that not only fragment and reassemble dead animals, 
but also resound with the clattering of animal bones 
and are traversed by slithering pieces of animal flesh. 
Yet, I will argue that Švankmajer’s imaginary animal 
depictions – and the surrealist tradition out of which 
they emerge – play into not only contemporary 
concerns with the necessity to create new thought 
about animals, but also of the possibility to circumvent 
narrow human perspectives and heed the agency and 
even subjectivity of the nonhuman. Surrealism’s 
depictions in different art forms of the spirited life of 
dead matter and the interconnectedness of the 
human and the nonhuman can be seen as an 
intimation of theoretical insights formulated by 
contemporary theorists from Karen Barad to Bruno 
Latour, and Donna Haraway to Graham Harman. 
Here, however, I have chosen to mainly work my way 
through these issues by suggesting that there is a 
close kinship between surrealism and parts of Timothy 
Morton’s (2010; 2016) notions of ecological thought 
and dark ecology. I also draw on Steven Shaviro’s 
(2014) writings on speculative realism, in particular, his 
proposition that aesthetics can function as a form of 
speculative thought. In that way, I seek to show how 
surrealism, and in particular Švankmajer's films, 
harbour a potential for radical animal thought that has 
largely gone unnoticed in the scholarship. This, then, 
is a kind of animal thought that sparkles with the 
intervention of the imagination, but which precisely 
through that manages to evade anthropocentrism.  

Surrealism, Animals, and Ecological Thought 

“Man is perhaps not the center, the cynosure of the  

universe,” the founder of surrealism André Breton 
(1972, 293) speculated in his 1942 “Prolegomena to 
a Third Surrealist Manifesto or Not.” In exile in the 
US, Breton surveyed a world in upheaval and came 
to the conclusion that notions of human 
exceptionalism were to blame for much of the 
catastrophe taking place. Turning in characteristically 
allusive fashion to the German romantic writer 
Novalis and the American philosopher William 
James as well as to microbiology and research on 
animal mimicry, Breton suggested that it is possible 
to conceive of animals and their relations to humans 
in hitherto unexplored ways. Synthesizing these 
currents, Breton (1972, 293–294) presented a 
possible corrective to anthropocentrism in the form 
of a “new myth” about a species of imaginary 
creatures, which he called the Great Transparents. 
This new myth is Breton’s most explicit denunciation 
of human exceptionalism, but it continues a lineage 
of surrealist thought on animals that started in the 
interwar era, and which indicate that creativity, 
imagination, and even subjectivity were never 
exclusively human concerns as far as surrealism 
conceived of the world. Here, I will discuss Breton’s 
and Roger Caillois’s writings as significant examples 
of these tendencies within surrealism. 

In the 1933 essay “Picasso in His Element,” 
originally published in the inaugural issue of the 
journal Minotaure, Breton couples his exaltation of 
Picasso with an exercise in speculative ethology. “The 
painterly instinct,” Breton (1999, 114) writes, works in 
similar ways as the process in which “every animal 
species lets a living being use a dwelling, weapon, 
trap, or a mirror.” This means that the spider, a “being 
who is gifted and eager to understand all others,” 
weaving its web is more intent upon the pattern it 
creates than upon the insects it is meant to trap. The 
painter and the spider are in the throes of an incessant 
drive to alter the surrounding world, which surpasses 
the utilitarian hunt for food and is predicated upon a 
mutual desire to make the world tolerable (Breton 
1999, 114). Hence, Picasso’s painting is comparable 
to an “excretion” rather than an instance of high-
minded aesthetics (Breton 1999, 115). Instead of 
anthropomorphizing the spider, Breton then 
zoomorphizes the human artist, ultimately suggesting 
that    creativity   is  not  an   exclusively   human   affair, 
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but something that happens at every level of existence. 
Around this time, the young surrealist Roger 

Caillois published the essay “Mimicry and Legendary 
Psychasthenia” in Minotaure. Caillois, too, compares 
human and nonhuman animals, suggesting that the 
psychopathological state that Pierre Janet called 
legendary psychasthenia has an equivalent in the 
mimicry of certain insects. Much like the psychasthenic 
relinquishes his ego to meld into the surroundings, so 
some insects mimic the leaves that form their very own 
sustenance; hence, their purported protection fails and 
they fall victim to members of their own species who 
mistake them for actual leaves (Caillois 2003, 97). 
Caillois's "comparative biology" then asserts that there 
is a shared instinct of letting go of the self between 
humans and insects, so leveling hierarchies in the 
natural world while he, much like Breton, proposes 
that utility and survival are far from the strongest forces 
in organisms. Caillois would proceed to revise and 
refine his analysis of mimicry in The Mask of Medusa 
(1964). However, he consistently insists upon the 
continuity between human and nonhuman animals, 
and their mutual predilections for non-utilitarian 
activities. In the essay "Generalized Esthetics," Caillois 
(1962, 138–142) argues for the prevalence of 
aesthetics throughout the world. The hermit crab's 
adorning of its shell and the patterns in stones are both 
manifestations of a general aesthetic impulse, which 
destabilizes any pretensions to human exceptionalism. 

Breton's and Caillois's writings are but a few 
examples of surrealism's attempts to rethink human-
animal relations and to redefine the human 
conception of animal behaviour. However, they both 
pointedly indicate that for surrealism, questions of the 
mind, of creativity, and even of the unconscious are far 
from exclusive human concerns. Indeed, in the 
mid-1950s the surrealist writer Gérard Legrand stated 
that surrealism is not a "conception of man" but "a 
vision of the world," and firmly opposed "the fact that 
surrealism could be any sort of humanism." Rather, if 
surrealism shares parts of humanism's "defense of 
interests belonging to ‘the mind,’ it is not because 
humanity bore these values, but, in my opinion, for 
these values and the mind itself” (Legrand 2015, 219). 
Surrealism’s insistence on the richness of the 
imagination is then not so much  an  appeal  to  human  

qualities and abilities as it is a recognition of an 
enchanted and creative dimension of the world quite 
beyond human perceptions and experiences. 
Underlying and following Breton’s “Prolegomena” is a 
surrealist envisioning of a panpsychic world pulsating 
with what seems to be a generalized unconscious. 

These propositions hardly form a unified 
surrealist theory of the nonhuman, but they are all the 
more rich in largely unexplored suggestions for how to 
square interiority and imagination with a way of 
approaching the world in which the human is not the 
measure, but just one species among many. These 
embryos of surrealist nonhuman thinking also resonate 
with certain tendencies in contemporary thought about 
human-animal relations and the necessity to circumvent 
anthropocentrism. In particular, there are tangible 
points of connection between surrealism's imaginative 
and speculative view of animals and Timothy Morton's 
notion of an ecological thought. Breton's description of 
the spider's construction of a tolerable world is strangely 
prescient of Morton's criticism of Marx's notion that only 
humans create their environment, and that the worst 
human architect is superior to the best of bees. Morton 
(2010, 72–73) contends that we should avoid privileging 
human consciousness in favour of asserting that the 
differences in mind between humans and nonhumans 
may be of degree, not of kind, in a way that resonates 
with how Breton posits an egalitarian creativity between 
spiders and painters. Like both surrealism and 
posthumanism before him, Morton’s (2010, 113) 
ecological thought leaves room for the subject, but this 
subject is something much broader than the human 
person favoured by humanist conceptions of self-
identity. Morton (2010, 78) even invokes Rimbaud’s 
dictum “I is another,” much lauded by the surrealists, 
and a phrase that encapsulates surrealism’s probing of 
the otherness inherent to the self. Here is a shared 
opening towards an intimate communion with the 
nonhuman. 

Morton’s envisioning of ecological 
aesthetics also resonates with the imaginative 
entanglement of animal, mineral, vegetable, and 
human in surrealist art and film. Consider a surrealist 
environmental painting such as Max Ernst’s 
Swamp Angel (1940). Ernst imagines a deeply 
imbricated coexistence of stones, animals, humans, 
and vegetation, in a way that brings  

71



to mind Morton’s (2010, 7) notion that ecological 
thought is about an awareness of “how human beings 
are connected with other beings  –  animal, vegetable, 
or mineral.” Visualizing this process is less dependent 
on ecomimesis, or ostensibly transparent evocations 
of unadorned nature, and more on weird conceptions 
that jog the mind out of its habitual circuits, and 
acknowledges the strangeness of all that surrounds us 
(Morton 2007, 31). To be sure, human figures rarely 
hold a privileged place in surrealist environmental art. 
What emerges in Swamp Angel is rather a fleeting 
vision of an uncanny ecology, in which even the 
relationship between figure and ground wavers, that 
bears the promise of a “democratic encounter 
between  truly  equal beings”   (Morton 2010, 4).   The  

strange sense of interconnectedness across the 
human and nonhuman realms in much surrealist art 
evinces an imagination that traverses these very 
realms and posits new relations between them, far 
from the subjugation of all other life forms for the sole 
benefit of the human. Again, the centrality of the 
imagination here is less an indication of 
anthropocentrism, than it is a way of conceiving of an 
ecological interdependence to which what goes for 
common sense otherwise blocks access. When 
Morton (2016, 5), in Dark Ecology, introduces the 
concept of ecognosis to designate a suprarational 
awareness of the fundamental interconnectedness of 
all things, he latches on to a similar conviction that 
human-animal    coexistence    and    a    non-coercive  

   Max Ernst 
Swamp Angel, 1940, © DACS, London 
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human relation with the world cannot arise from 
scientific knowledge or logic alone.  

In The Universe of Things, Steven Shaviro 
Shaviro (2014, 156) proposes that aesthetics can 
function as a powerful form of speculative realist 
thinking, since "through aesthetics, we can act in the 
world and relate to other things in the world without 
reducing it and them to mere correlates of our own 
thought." Aesthetic reconfigurations of the world are 
then ostensibly able to propel humans out of 
narrowly anthropocentric conceptions of the world. 
Conceiving of surrealism's intermingling of animals 
and imagination as such a form of speculative 
aesthetics enables a new understanding of Breton's 
new myth of the Great Transparents, long maligned 
in scholarship but ripe for reconsideration (Parkinson 
2015, 20). In Breton's evocative description, the Great 
Transparents are imaginary beings that are superior to 
humans but invisible to the naked eye. Their spectral 
existence dethrones humanity from its self-imposed 
position as the crown of evolution, and so they 
indicate that anthropocentric conceptions of the 
universe are deeply misguided. From the perspective 
of Morton's and Shaviro's propositions that 
aesthetics can be a means of reconceiving the 
world outside of ingrained human perspectives, 
the Great Transparents appear as a potentially 
powerful injunction to rethink animals and human-
animal relations. In the light of Shaviro's insistence 
on the weirdness of speculative realism and 
Morton's (2016, 62) notion that ecological thought 
is more similar to the riddle than to unadorned 
representations of a presumably untouched 
nature, a new critical potential can then be 
unlocked in the Great Transparents.

Surrealism’s engagement with ecology and 
animals is further elaborated in Jan Švankmajer’s 
films. His animal depictions are hardly modelled on 
the new myth of the Great Transparents, but they 
resonate strongly with the surrealist conception of 
imaginative animal depictions as a form of ecognosis. 

Reconfiguring Natural History 

In 1987, Jan Švankmajer made a loose adaptation of 
Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. In Švankmajer’s 
Alice (Něco z Alenky), the protagonist’s room is filled 
with displays of pinned insects, a collection of stones,  

dolls, and a taxidermied white rabbit fixed in a glass 
cabinet. The camera moves over the interior with a 
detached yet curious gaze, more intent on its 
seemingly inert things than on its human inhabitant. 
But as Alice, bored, sits throwing stones in a cup of 
tea, the rabbit starts rustling behind the glass. Coming 
to life with the aid of stop-motion animation, the rabbit 
lifts his paws, and pulls the nails holding them in place 
out of the wood. But the rabbit’s body is unfit for this 
commotion, and it tears open, sawdust spilling out 
with an amplified sound. When the rabbit leaves its 
glass coffin and runs away with terrifying speed, Alice, 
much like in Carroll’s version, follows him down into 
the underworld, where she encounters weird 
wonders, including a number of animated hybrid 
animals. The heterogeneous amassment of objects in 
Alice’s room is an example of Švankmajer’s persistent 
interest in the Renaissance Wunderkammer, or 
cabinet of curiosities, and its ordering of the natural 
world according to associative rather than systematic 
principles. Already the first scenes in Alice then contain 
several elements that recur in Švankmajer’s art and 
films. We will descend further into the underworld with 
Alice after discussing some earlier examples of 
Švankmajer’s employment of these elements in his 
conceptions of new animal imagery. 

Švankmajer’s 1967 film Historia Naturae, 
Suita is dedicated to Rudolf II, king of Bohemia 1575–
1612. Its credits are displayed over paintings by the 
king’s court painter Giuseppe Arcimboldo, whose 
portraits were composites of plants and animals 
forming human faces. Rudolf II was renowned for his 
interest in alchemy and a voracious mania for 
collecting, which resulted in a number of 
Wunderkammern that occupied his castle in Prague. 
His passion for collecting, esotericism, and natural 
objects resounds throughout Švankmajer’s work in 
different media. The artist frequently incorporates an 
abundance of natural history illustrations and 
specimens and couples them with references to 
esoteric thought and imagery, if only in order to 
subvert and displace taxonomies and typologies by 
creating entirely new beings and constellations of 
beings. In these instances, he draws on the analogical 
logic of the cabinet of curiosities in order to depict 
surrealist ecologies that recall Morton’s injunction to 
think the interconnectedness of all things. Yet, there is  
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a more troubling side to the enchanted arrangements 
of the natural world in cabinets of curiosities. For all his 
fascination for these premodern conceptualizations of 
the world, Švankmajer also recognizes that their mania 
for collecting is part of humanity’s voracious 
exhaustion of natural resources and the attendant 
extinction of species (Dryje and Schmitt 2013, 84). He 
made the object Ecological Catastrophe (1967) in the 
same year as Historia Naturae, Suita. In Ecological 
Catastrophe, two mounted birds are placed in a 
vitrine, facing each other. But their tails and heads are 
replaced with bulbous growths, malignant, perforated 
deformations which are seeming indices of a 
destructive development spiraling out of control. 
Historia Naturae, Suita evinces a similar critical charge 
against human domination, but it also  affirms  that the  

cabinet of curiosities has the potential to disrupt 
human attempts at neatly ordering the 
nonhumanxworld. 

Historia Naturae, Suita is largely made up of 
filmed natural history illustrations and specimens. 
Divided into eight chapters, the film progresses in a 
mock-evolutionary manner through different regions of 
the animal kingdom, starting with aquatic animals 
before moving onto insects, fish, reptiles, birds, 
mammals, apes, and, finally, humans. But Švankmajer 
slyly undermines the taxonomy on display, since the 
categories alter between classes, orders, and families of 
animals (Dryje and Schmitt 2013, 86). The depiction of 
each category also jumbles any attempts at neat 
ordering through means similar to surrealist collage. 
Juxtaposing lithographs filmed with dizzying pans and 
sudden close-ups with similarly disruptive imagery of 
animal skeletons and taxidermy, Švankmajer unfolds his 
natural history at a breathtaking pace. Zooms in and out 
combined with the rapid editing fragment the imagery 
and collide attempts at writing natural history from 
different eras with different scientific convictions. 
Insertions of brief sequences of found footage of live 
animals seem intended to remind the spectator of the 
animal life that has been extinguished and contained in 
the collections. Above all, however, Švankmajer utilizes 
animation to wreak further havoc amid the collections. 
Mollusk shells swirl, mounted fish move in frantic circles, 
and an armadillo spins around on its back even as it is 
contained in a vitrine. Each sequence ends with an 
extreme close-up of a human mouth eating a piece of 
meat, the sound of chewing amplified as if to 
emphasize that the human collection and eating of 
animals are part of the same mechanism of domination 
and exploitation. Here, Historia Naturae, Suita 
presciently evokes Giorgio Agamben’s notion of the 
anthropological machine, through which the human 
constructs its identity by separating itself from all other 
animals (Agamben 2004). Following the final sequence, 
of “Homo,” the human head is reduced to a skull, still 
chewing, as a darkly humorous reminder of the self-
destructiveness inherent in human exploitation of 
the surrounding world. 

For all this bleakness, Švankmajer’s infusion 
of an unpredictable and defiant life in these animals 
also afford them  an  agency  that  defies  their  status 

   Giuseppe Arcimboldo 
Earth, oil on wood, 1570 
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as muted specimens. The film’s ambivalent stance 
extends to its allusions to cabinets of curiosities. If 
cabinets of curiosities are predicated upon a human 
appetite for containing the world, for Švankmajer they 
also embody a liberating alternative to the scientistic 
worldview and the modern domination of animals by 
humans. By collecting and arranging elements of the 
surrounding world according to analogical principles, he 
believes, the cabinet of curiosities maps the world 
according to the dictates of the magical imagination 
(Švankmajer 2014, 185). As I have proposed, surrealism 
draws on the imagination precisely in order to conceive 
of animals in ways that diverge from notions of human 
exceptionalism and anthropocentrism. In the first 
sequence, Švankmajer indicates something of this 
potential of transmogrification as seashells form a 
human-like face   according  to  Arcimboldo's  principles. 

Wreaking havoc on natural history, then, Švankmajer 
seeks to introduce another logic in the conception of 
animals, one in which the film's fierce attack on 
anthropocentrism and human domination also opens 
towards conceptualizations of animals, nature, and 
humans that draw on premodern thought in order to 
envision new relations. These collages of natural 
history illustrations, taxidermy, and bone may appear 
to be far removed from any notion of a desirable 
ecosystem. Yet, in Historia Naturae, Suita, through 
humour and juxtaposition, Švankmajer creates 
something that resonates with Morton’s definition of 
dark ecology as the reintroduction of “hesitation, 
uncertainty, irony, and thoughtfulness” into ecological 
art, which is then led to embrace the horrifying and the 
monstrous (Morton 2010, 16–17). 

If       Historia      Naturae,      Suita      subverts 

   Jan Švankmajer 
   Alice, 35mm film, 1987, © Athanor Ltd. 
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    Jan Švankmajer 
   Natural History 3, 1973, © Athanor Ltd. 
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anthropocentrism and taxonomic obsession, it also 
plays into a more general surrealist tendency to use 
animation and moving images to resuscitate archival 
and museum objects and materials (Noheden 2017, 
89–91). In other films, such as Alice, Švankmajer enacts 
a more creative tinkering with natural history by 
inventing and animating new animals. The logic 
behind these can be related to his work in collage and 
assemblage.  

Imaginary Animal Assemblages 

Whereas Ecological Catastrophe displays birds 
deformed and petrified as a consequence of 
environmental destruction, shortly after making it 
Švankmajer would take a more constructive stance in 
relation to pollution and extinction. However, his later 
collages and objects are still bleak and fraught with 
dark humour, and they, too, grew out of his persistent 
reworking of natural history. In 1972, Švankmajer 
embarked on an ambitious project that he called 
Švank-Meyer’s Bilderlexikon. His goal was to create an 
encyclopaedia of the natural world and of 
technological inventions, but to submit it to “the 
power of the imagination, desire and humour” (Dryje 
and Schmitt 2013, 133). Conceived as an imaginative 
corrective to conventional encyclopaedias and 
scientific models of the world, the Bilderlexikon then 
sought to draw up a new image of nature. The political 
situation in totalitarian Czechoslovakia meant that it 
would be impossible to fulfil the intention of printing 
an actual encyclopaedia, and Švankmajer had to settle 
for creating a number of individual prints. Some of the 
collages depict machines with an erotic purpose, 
combining mechanical features with human genitals, 
but most of them pertain to natural history. In many of 
these, Švankmajer used imagery from old natural 
history books and biological illustrations as raw 
material for creating imaginary animals. In the ‘Natural 
History’ section of the intended Bilderlexikon, these 
beings transgress taxonomies and typologies and 
traverse the borders between mammals and birds, 
fish and insects, and sometimes even humans. Laid 
out in groupings much like the natural history 
illustrations   from   which   they   derive,  Švankmajer’s  

collages depict new species and suggest fanciful 
relations between them. Here, he seems to evoke 
premodern taxonomies and natural histories, in which 
creatures now deemed fantastic were posited to 
coexist with actual animals. The ‘Natural History’ 
collages have come to occupy a central place in 
Švankmajer’s work, and have frequently been 
displayed in exhibitions of his art. 

Švankmajer has created new animals 
constructed according to a similar logic in 
assemblages from the early 1970s and up to the 
present. Here, his raw material frequently consists of 
parts of dead animals, often combined with branches, 
stones, and other vegetable or mineral elements. 
Much like his collages, the resulting hybrids in such 
assemblages as The Cabinet of Natural Science I 
(1972) and Two Piglets (2003) are lively and defiant of 
modern naturalism. Many of the assemblages are of 
lone animals, whereas others depict several beings 
living in what appears to be an antagonistic symbiosis, 
as in the case of Taming of Hedgehog (2006). Several 
of the animals have shells for eyes, which gives them 
an appearance of liveliness and a form of mischief that 
suggests an agency beyond human subjectivity.  

Švankmajer's imaginary animal assemblages 
are brusquely, yet skillfully, pieced together, 
combining a strife for childish spontaneity with black 
humour in their incongruity and macabre features, 
often bulging eyes and sometimes heavy emphasis 
on protruding genitals. The animal assemblages also 
depict an intimate interrelation across the presumed 
hierarchies of the natural world, one that even unites 
living beings and inert things through the 
incorporation of stones and branches that function as 
innards and limbs. Displayed in glass vitrines, the 
imaginary animals' transgression of biological 
classifications and incorporations of stones take on the 
appearance of specimens from an age in which 
scientific classification was entangled with wonder. 
Here, again, Švankmajer references the hermetic 
tradition of Prague, and more specifically Rudolf II with 
his entourage of alchemists and artists, and his vast 
collection of cabinets of curiosities.  

Some of these animal assemblages assume 
new  kinds  of  life  in Alice. Following the rabbit down  
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into the underworld, Alice floats past a number of 
shelves brimming with an odd assortment of things, 
including jars filled with buttons preserved in jam and 
bread rolls with nails driven into them, animals in 
formaldehyde in glass jars, and taxidermied animals. 
But she also gazes upon yet another selection of 
naturalia, including mounted blowfish, animal 
skeletons, and much stranger creatures in the form of 
hybrid, imaginary animal. Elsewhere in Alice, a 
skeletal being emerges out of a glass jar filled with a 
thick brown liquid, flapping its wings and opening 
and shutting its jaws with a clattering sound. Midway 
through Alice’s travails in the underworld, a wagon 
emerges, drawn by animated taxidermied hens with 
skulls for heads, which emit the sound of neighing 
horses. Out of the wagon emerges a procession of 
imaginary animals, constructed out of animal 
skeletons and clad in velvet uniforms, inspirited with 
a trickster-like life through the logic-defying means of 
animation. 

Commenting on his creation of imaginary 
animals, Švankmajer has stated: "If the environmental 
catastrophe we are now experiencing means that 
dozens of animal species die each year, there is 
nothing for it but for the imagination to replace them 
with others" (Švankmajerova and Švankmajer 1998, 
59). Švankmajer's creation of imaginary animals, then, 
is a reaction against and even conceived as a 
corrective to, the accelerating extinction of animals. 
Turning, in this way, to the creative force of the 
imagination as a response to the death of actual 
animals may seem like an escapist move. But 
Švankmajer's conception of an imaginary solution to 
animal extinction bears the promise of a new natural 
philosophy. His imaginary animals can be related 
back to André Breton’s attempts to found a new myth 
of the Great Transparents in order to rethink what 
nonhuman animals are and how they relate to 
humans. As mentioned, Breton expressed the 
necessity to question anthropocentrism and rethink 
animals during the unprecedented crisis of World War 
II. Faced with what has become known as the Sixth
Mass Extinction, Švankmajer continues and intensifies
the attempt to stimulate new thought about animals 
through surrealist means, in which the imagination is 
not so much a mere projection of human desires, as it 

is configured as a means of breaking out of narrowly 
anthropocentric thought. 

In both Historia Naturae, Suita and Alice, 
Švankmajer forces the spectator to question ingrained 
notions of the taxonomy of animals. In Alice, much as in 
his natural history collages and animal assemblages, 
even the animals’ constitution becomes enigmatic. 
Švankmajer’s grotesque and humorous animal 
assemblages, moving and still, indicate that surrealism 
may be particularly apt at visualizing the fact that, “all 
organisms are monsters insofar as they are chimeras, 
made from pieces of other creatures” (Morton 2010, 
66). Morton’s assertion that all beings are hybrids is a 
powerful corrective to notions of human sovereignty. 
We are all clusters of a host of different organisms and 
fluke DNA; there is no species integrity, only the 
subversion of self-identity caused by the realization of 
the interdependence of beings within the same body 
(Morton 2010, 34–35; see also Lingis 2003). These 
propositions also resonate with much surrealist animal 
imagery. In an enquiry in the surrealist journal VVV in 
1942, Max Ernst listed the chimera as his legendary 
being of choice (see Rosemont 1998, 166–167). His 
paintings are teeming with chimerical creatures, 
composed of diverse animal parts interspersed with 
features springing from Ernst’s imagination. 
Švankmajer’s imaginary animals, like Ernst’s chimeras, 
then appear as apt visualizations of the innate hybridity 
that characterizes human as well as nonhuman animals. 

Expanding upon the shape-changing in 
Lewis Carroll's novel, at one point Alice has turned 
into a porcelain doll. Chased by a procession of 
imaginary animals, she imbibes a drink that makes her 
grow tremendously, but she retains her appearance 
of a doll. Having fled to a secluded room and laid 
down on the floor, the Alice doll's pink cardigan is 
pierced by probing fingers, and soon Alice, in human 
form, claws her way out of the porcelain body. Here, 
she mirrors the earlier emergence of a skeletal being 
out of a jar, but she also emerges as if out of a 
chrysalis, the human placed in the position of an 
insect undergoing metamorphosis. Later, when Alice 
is having tea with the Mad Hatter and the March Hare, 
a taxidermied mink crawls out of the tea pot. Gliding 
over  the  table, it peers into the empty cups  and  licks  
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off the residues of tea. Later, the rabbit gives first aid to 
an injured imaginary animal by pouring sawdust into it 
through a funnel. This grotesque act of care is oddly 
moving, as if recalling Morton's (2010, 17) notion that 
ugliness and horror force us to escape the all too easy 
stance of sentimental pity, here provoking the 
spectator to an affective insight in the vulnerability and 
love harboured even by creatures humans may deem 
horrifying. Indeed, for Morton (2010, 75), “the 
ecological thought thinks neither cuddliness nor 
wildness but uncanny familiarity.” This assertion 
appears to me to be an apt description of the 
imaginary and animated animals in Alice, indeed of 
many of surrealism’s depictions of animals overall, so 
often folded into the intimate vistas produced by an 
imagination that dissolves the culturally ingrained 
demarcations between the human and the 
nonhuman. Conceiving of the imagination as a means 
to circumvent animal extinction is then not necessarily 
an escapist way of populating the human world with 
figments of the imagination, but an injunction to 
rethink what animals are and how they relate to 
humans, through the suprarational means of 
aesthetics. 

Animation and Animism 

Švankmajer’s use of animation is another aspect of his 
films’ conjuring of an ecological thought. From early 
films such as A Game with Stones (Hra s Kameny, 
1967) over Historia Naturae, Suita, The Flat (Byt, 1968), 
and A Quiet Week in the House (Tichý týden v dome, 
1969), to Alice, Meat Love (Zamilované maso, 1989), 
Food (Jídlo, 1992), and Lunacy (Šileni, 2005), 
Švankmajer employs animation to give life to inert 
objects, including stones, furniture, and clay, animal 
bones, flesh, and eyes. The result is a fictional world in 
which quotidian things are no longer subordinated to 
human control or use. Liberated from the stranglehold 
of human domination, it is as if the nonhumans in the 
world are free to cavort according to their own desires 
and unconscious impulses. In an interview, Švankmajer 
says that he considers the word animation to derive 
from animism (Lopez Caballero 2014, 188). 
Consequently, he believes the animator to be a 
modern shaman, with powers of tapping into the 
secret   life  of  things   and  communicating   it  through  

moving images. Morton (2010, 8) claims that his 
ecological thought is “aiming for an upgraded version 
of animism,” since animism treats “beings as people 
even when they aren’t people.” Again, this form of 
ecology resonates with surrealism since it is 
predicated upon affirming the intuition that things 
other than humans can be in possession of 
subjectivity, agency, playfulness, and humour. Such 
qualities are indeed abundantly present in 
Švankmajer’s animist probing of the life of 
nonhumans. 

In A Quiet Week in the House, the mysteries 
of the material world are acted out before the eyes of 
the house’s lone inhabitant. Each day of the week, he 
drills a hole in a wall and peeps through it at an 
animated drama of things given life. One of the 
scenes features a stop-motion animated tongue that 
crawls over the furniture with a decisive sense of 
willpower. At once grotesque and humorous, like the 
specimens that go on a rampage in Historia Naturae, 
Suita, the moving tongue in A Quiet Week in a House 
is a sign of things to come in Švankmajer’s films. In the 
one-minute short film Meat Love, two pieces of red 
meat waiting to be cooked come to life. One of them 
courts the other, and they start to dance, engaged in 
anthropomorphic gestures and behaviour that is 
accompanied by the sound of giggles and grunts. 
Rolling around in a bowl of flour as they engage in 
sexual behaviour, however, they unwittingly prepare 
themselves for their inevitable demise. As they 
embrace, they are brutally pierced by a fork and 
thrown into a sizzling frying pan. The 
anthropomorphism at work here is employed with 
acidic humour and what appears to be a philosophical 
awareness that is evocative of both Morton's (2007, 
180) and Shaviro's (2014, 61) insistence that a little
anthropomorphism might be the only antidote to a
much more debilitating anthropocentrism. 

Švankmajer’s feature film Lunacy depicts 
similarly lively animal parts in the form of flesh, skulls, 
and eyes in a number of vignettes that intersperse the 
live-action narrative. Whether they are forming 
uncanny tableaux or erupting out of the eyes and 
breasts of a bust of Venus de Milo, these animal parts 
harbour an intensity and a sense of playfulness that 
evokes the wild seashell gaze of many of Švankmajer’s 
animal   assemblages.   Meat   Love   and  Lunacy  are  
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hardly acts of animal rights activism, but much like the 
other films under discussion here they provide images 
of nonhuman life that are intimations of an imaginative 
form of ecological thought that is no stranger to 
weirdness, magic, and a visceral humour. Such 
qualities, Morton (2010, 17) wagers, “compel our 
compassionate coexistence to go beyond 
condescending pity.” Indeed, when the meat lovers 
hit the frying pan, the reaction provoked is not so 
much pity as an uncanny insight in the price paid for 
human domination, as beings alive with playfulness 
and eroticism are reduced to meat for human 
consumption. 

Lunacy brings an ambivalent sense of revolt 
to bear on such insights. The film ends with a close-up 
on a piece of packaged meat on a shelf in a 
supermarket. The meat is pink under the tight plastic 
film that clings to it, and the vivid, pulsating, trickster-
like life of flesh as it appears in the earlier vignettes 
appears to have been subdued. But then a faint 
sound of breathing can be heard, and the plastic film 
starts to rise and sink ever so slightly. The flesh, it 
seems, still carries a spark of life, and so the potential 
for further revolt against human domination, against 
the utilitarian reduction of animals to meat, is but an 
animated muscle twitch away. 

Throughout the discussed films, made over a 
period of nearly 40 years, Švankmajer has then 
consistently depicted a nonhuman world that 
struggles against human domination. Recalling earlier 
surrealist attempts at subverting anthropocentrism 
without relinquishing imagination and subjectivity, 
Švankmajer has created a panoply of creatures that 
may function as new thought-images of animals as 
composite beings, twitching with a life informed by 
desires and appetites to rival those of any human. The 
various fictional worlds of which these animals form 
part appear as ecological places that are decidedly 
weird, yet characterized by something akin to the form 
of deep interconnection and democracy-beyond-the-
human that Morton describes in his dark ecological 
thought. 

Notes 

[1] This brief overview of animals in surrealist films goes
beyond the conventional historiographical narrative 
according to which Buñuel and Dalí’s films were the 
beginning and end of surrealist cinema. For expanded 

definitions of surrealist film, see Richardson 2006; 
Noheden 2017. 
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ean Painlevé is perhaps cinema’s most well-
known science filmmaker. Like other 
producers of early science film, such 

as Charles Urban and Percy Smith, Painlevé was 
intensely interested in the intersection of 
cinematic innovation and the representation of 
nonhuman life, with his most renowned films 
focusing on the life and image of marine 
creatures. A growing body of scholarship over 
the last decade has attended to Painlevé’s 
significant body of short films. It has considered 
the nexus of art and science that is so important 
to the production and reception of the films and 
the biographical historical dimensions of 
Painlevé’s contribution to French theoretical and 
film criticism traditions. I focus on two films that 
were made over the late 1920s and early 1930s, 

 
 

 
 

thexpopularxandxgroundxbreakingxL’Hippoca-
mpe (The Seahorse, 1934) and the lesser 
known Hyas et Stenorinques (Hyas and 
Stenorhynchus, 1929) and while acknowledging 
their historical context, I bring a more 
contemporary set of considerations to the films, 
one informed by animal studies and approaches 
to the nonhuman in film studies. 

Calling for a reconsideration of the 
human within humanist approaches to history, 
Erica Fudge writes: 

[…] we need to assert and assess 
the ways in which “human” is 
always a category of difference, not 
substance: the ways “human” 
always   relies   on  “animal”  for  its 

J 

ENCOUNTERING ANIMALS: 
RE-VIEWING THE CINEMA  
OF JEAN PAINLEVÉ 

A growing body of scholarship has attended to Jean Painlevé’s significant body of short films, elaborating on 
his contribution to surrealism, science film and French history and theoretical traditions. This essay views 
Painlevé’s important work  through a different optic. While acknowledging their historical context, I bring  a 
more contemporary set of considerations to the films, one informed by animal studies and approach es to the 
nonhuman in film studies, in order to explore how the films either pose or disrupt an anthropocentric 
encounter with the nonhuman world on film. I focus on two films that were made over the late 1920s and early 
1930s, the popular and ground breaking L’Hippocampe (The Seahorse 1934) and the 
lesser known Hyas et Stenorinques (Hyas and Stenorhynchus 1929).  
TTeexxtt  bbyy  BBeelliinnddaa  SSmmaaiillll  
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meaning. By refusing humanism 
and, implicitly, anthropocentrism, 
we place ourselves next to the 
animals, rather than as the users of 
animals, and this opens up a new 
way of imagining the past […]. 
(2002, 15) 

I question how nonhuman life is figured in 
relation to the human, and particularly in relation 
to the viewer, asking how Painlevé’s films either 
pose or disrupt an anthropocentric encounter 
with the nonhuman world on film, recognizing 
animal difference (and thus a relation in which the 
human is not placed above the animal) or 
asserting animals as defined only in relation to 
the category of the human. 

In order to explore how Painlevé’s two 
films might be fruitfully evaluated on 
these terms I pose two contingencies or 
analytical frameworks, allowing me to explore 
these questions from two different standpoints. 
This is an exploratory approach that asks what 
the films might offer given different analytical 
contexts. Each vantage point understands how 
the films encourage an encounter between the 
films and the viewer, emphasizing different 
qualities and contexts. The first concerns the films 
as experimental documentary, encouraging an 
engagement with the film image, its tactile 
nature and materiality, and how this might 
highlight a spectatorial engagement with the 
specificity of agency, movement, physiology and 
biology of nonhuman organisms in ways that 
highlight animal difference. The 
second couches Painlevé’s two films in the 
context of the wildlife subgenre of documentary 
film, examining how technological innovation 
and the expression of science, in the form of 
ethology, address the viewer in particular ways. 
The two contingencies are hinged together with 
attention to the films’ status as documentary and  

the representation of animals on screen. Finally, I 
am interested in grappling with the possibility of 
evaluating these approaches through the lens 
of biodiversity conservation, considering how 
Jamie Lorimer’s compelling notion of 
“nonhuman charisma” might extend film and 
screen studies approaches, pressing us towards 
new ways of considering the representation of 
nonhuman life. 

Attending to the figure of the animal in 
Painlevé’s work is inspired by, as I have noted, an 
interest in how theories of film (including the 
emerging subset of studies of wildlife film) might be 
cast in the service of highlighting and/or rethinking 
the anthropocentric, or humanist, orientation of 
cinema. Yet, it is also motivated by a desire to 
underline the importance of Painlevé’s 
work. Testifying to growing recognition of his 
filmmaking, work that he has produced over the 
course of decades, a DVD collection of Painlevé’s 
films, Science is Fiction: The Films of 
Jean Painlevé, featuring 14 works, was released in 
2007 by the British Film Institute. While attention to 
his biography and oeuvre is intensifying, there is still 
little in depth discussion of the aesthetic qualities of 
his work and its context in traditions 
of wildlife documentary. 

Painlevé made more than 200 films 
between 1927 and 1982. A handful have 
become iconic examples in the traditions of 
science film. Amongst these are Amours de 
la pieuvre (Love life of the Octopus, 1965) 
and Comment naissent des meduses (How 
Some Jellyfish Are Born (1960). He achieved 
significant commercial success with the 1934 
film, L’Hippocampe (The Seahorse). Painlevé is 
also known for his work with Georges Franju, 
writing the narration for Le Sang des Bêtes (The 
Blood of Beasts, 1949). Although he is most well-
known for his documentaries about marine 
life, Painlevé’s work is diverse, including his 
intricate    clay   animation   of  the  story  of  Blue  
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Beard, Barbe Bleue (1938) and his much 
discussed Le Vampire (The Vampire, 1945) that 
features a Brazilian bat sucking the blood of a 
guinea pig, intercut with images 
from Nosferatu (1922) and set to the music of 
Duke Ellington. He also made dance films later in 
his career, such as L’Ecriture du mouvement (A 
Notation on Movement, 1949). As this 
suggests, Painlevé’s interests were varied and it 
is difficult to place his work in a single category. 
He was deeply associated with the institutions of 
science[1] and  was an  advocate for documentary 
practice and yet his work is clearly aligned 
with avant-garde traditions, principally 
surrealism. It is instructive to look not only at 
Painlevé’s films, but also his activities as a film 
programmer, organizer and educator. Moreover, 
he was a dedicated writer, who published 
throughout his life.  

Painlevé was very involved in the political 
and cultural milieu of the French avant 
garde.[2] His work sits alongside science film of the 
early 20th century (including films featuring 
surgical procedures, microcinematography and 
radiography) but it should be acknowledged that 
this mode of production, with the 
cinematographic technological advances it 
entailed, was not simply a mechanism for 
popularizing scientific knowledge; it was also 
deemed to be of significant artistic merit. Upon 
attending a three day conference of science film, 
an event that was programmed and included 
works by Painlevé, Andre Bazin writes that 
science film is cinema’s “purest aesthetic:” “At 
the far extreme of inquisitive, utilitarian research, 
in the most absolute proscription of aesthetic 
intentions, cinematic beauty develops as an 
additional, supernatural gift” (2000, 146). For 
Bazin there is an effect beyond rationality that 
results from the meeting of the scientific quest 
and the apparatus of cinema. Scholarship that 
has attended to Painlevé’s films has, over the last  

decade, considered the nexus of art and science 
that is so important to the production and 
reception of the films.[3] It also considers the 
biographical historical dimensions of Painlevé’s 
relationship to French theoretical and film 
criticism traditions, the worlds he moved in and 
how the traces of this are present in his 
films.[4] Other work has focused on the social and 
political references in his films.[5]  These  accounts 
either discuss a broad range of Painlevé’s films or 
refer to titles in passing, as they punctuate his 
compelling biography. Only a few take up the 
challenge of a sustained close analysis of one or 
two examples,[6]  delving deeply into the aesthetic 
dimensions of individual films. I build on existing 
approaches to Painlevé’s cinema by undertaking 
this kind of analysis as a way to draw out the 
politics of the animal image in his work.  

Life and Painlevé’s 
Experimental Documentary 

The first frame I employ to understand the 
figuring of animal and human in Painlevé’s work 
concerns the encounter with the film image, its 
tactile nature and materiality, and through this, I 
explore its capacity for addressing the spectator 
as next to, rather than in a hierarchical relation to 
nonhuman life. In this regard I 
locate Painlevé’s work as an experimental cinema, 
one that reflects on the function of sound and 
image and how it engages viewer perception 
through the use of tonality, texture, light and 
framing. His approach, in this respect, is informed 
by the historical avant garde of surrealism and the 
intellectual project it encouraged and his aesthetic 
project is inseparable from Painlevé’s detailed 
representation of animal life. 

Far from sterile and objective 
interpretations of ethology or zoology on film, 
Painlevé’s use of narration and music endow his 
often     technologically    innovative    films    with  
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whimsy, humor and emotion. Indeed, he was 
critical of the popular appeal of documentary, 
questioning its blanket status as an educational 
form. In 1953 he lamented the turn to spectacle, 
writing that documentary of the time lacked “The 
unexpected, the unusual, the lyrical – all have 
vanished, replaced, I would argue, by “beautiful 
photography”’ (2000, 152). Painlevé’s interest in 
lyrical forms was expressed in numerous ways in 
his work, yet his critique of “beautiful 
photography” is misleading—his films were 
often astounding for their attention to visuality, 
the textures and movement of nonhuman life. 
This wondrous visuality and his idiosyncratic 
voiceovers, in combination, feed into his 
associations with surrealism. Adrian Martin notes, 
“the frequent—often droll— comparisons 
between human and nonhuman behaviour in his 
films have a savage, cruel edge” (2007, 65), that, 
as Martin notes, might be allied with the 
philosophies of Georges Bataille. Berg frames 
the human/nonhuman interface in his work as a 
“vision of a fellow feeling between all species” 
(2005, 28). Given this, the lyricism that Painlevé 
describes can be considered to evoke a 
corporeal and a felt response from the viewer, 
one underpinned by a surreal unfamiliarity, 
whether it is awe in the face of the seahorse 
releasing its live spawn, disgust as the octopus 
undulates over the beach or revulsion as the 
vampire bat suck the blood from a guinea pig. 

This expressiveness is married with the 
documentary function of his films—to disclose 
the real of new animal worlds to the viewer. For 
Cowie, the viewer is addressed by documentary 
as the subject of knowledge—they desire to 
know and this desire is often fulfilled. She goes 
on to describe how, given this documentary 
curiosity, “the desire to see is allied with the 
desire to know through seeing what cannot 
normally be seen, that is, what is normally veiled 
or hidden from sight” (2007, 13). Painlevé’s films, 

like the wildlife subgenre that was to follow him, 
show nonhuman life and habitats that are both 
hidden from everyday sight and compel viewers 
with their strangeness.  

The films I have chosen to focus on were 
made over the late 1920s and early 1930s; the 
groundbreaking L’Hippocampe and the lesser-
knownx Hyasxet  stenorinques.   L’Hippocampe,  
revealed the particular reproductive process of 
the seahorse: while the female produces eggs, 
she passes them onto the male who gestates 
them and gives birth. In this fifteen 
minute film Painlevé captured this reproductive 
peculiarity while also conveying the detail of 
seahorse physiology and movement, all 
accompanied by Darius Milhaud's percussive 
music. The film was made over a period of years 
(between 1931 and 1934) and distributed 
with Pathe. It was the only Painlevé film of this 
period to be formally distributed and went onto 
be a commercial success (Berg 2007, 5). The 
earlierxfilm,xHyasxet Stenorinques, like L’Hippo-
campe, offers extreme close ups of marine life 
forms under water. It focuses on two small species 
of marine crustaceans, the stenorhynchus and 
the hyas. We watch them move, eat, greet each 
other, and fight with scenes described in a mix of 
voiceover and intertitles.[7] The ten minute film 
also includes the spirograph worm, a species that 
possesses plumes that fan out and undulate 
underwater. The film features music by Chopin, 
orchestrated and conducted by Maurice 
Jaubert. 

The visuality of L’Hippocampe produces 
a dreamlike, floating quality, owing largely to the 
motion of the seahorses. While some of the 
images are close ups of one or two seahorses, or 
dissected seahorse parts, most of the film offers 
a tableau of ten or more of the marine 
species. Painlevé shot some of the film in the Bay 
of Arcachon on the southwest coast of France 
but  the  largest  part  was  shot  in large seawater 
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tanks in a Paris basement. These tableaus are 
presumably the result of the camera stationed in 
front of the tank and offer compositions of the 
creatures as they bob and move in random ways, 
entangled in or against the background of plants 
and rocks. The opening shots are accompanied 
by a voiceover: 

The seahorse’s body is covered in a 
series of scutes which form spines, 
adding to its medieval appearance. 
Its upper body is like a horse, its lower 
body is like a caterpillar. It is alone 
among the aquatic vertebrates in 
standing upright. This vertical stance 

is typical of the seahorse and lends it 
a slightly pompous air. 

The detailed description of the seahorse relies on 
similes and references that work to make the 
strangeness of the seahorse form familiar to the 
viewer. The anthropomorphism often observed 
in Painlevé’s film is apparent here (with the 
narration and images crucially combining to 
produce the film’s surrealism) and I discuss that in 
greater detail below. Also present is the science 
film’s focus on observation and display, offering 
visual expression to that which is usually hidden 
as a means to convey scientific knowledge. 

As the film depicts, the  two  crabs  in Hyas 

   Jean Painlevé 
  L’Hippocampe, 16mm film, 1934 

86



 

et Stenorinques are distinct in that 
the stenorhynchus is slender with long legs and 
large pincers and while the hyas also has large 
pincers, these are accompanied with short legs. 
The two small crustaceans have a 
particular behaviour trait—they cover themselves 
with detritus from the seabed such as 
algae, sponges and seaweed. This careful 
exercise creates a form of camouflage. The voice 
over begins the film: 

4cm long hyas and stenorhynchus cover 
themselves with material from their 
surroundings. Each to his own when it 
comes to dress sense. Algae on the tip of 

the nose is undoubtedly striking. A 
ravishing ball gown. A very healthy sporty 
type. It’s often hard to distinguish 
the hyas and the stenorhynchus from 
their surroundings. 

Some of the images that accompany these 
whimsical descriptions clearly show the 
crustaceans, albeit with pieces of seaweed 
attached to parts of their shell. Others require the 
viewer to look closely at a clump of branches, 
challenging the eye to discern which movement 
belongs to the animals. In both cases the tiny 
animals occupy a large portion of the frame, 
bringing  their  bodies  and  their  environment to 

   Jean Painlevé 
  L’Hippocampe, 16mm film 1934 
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the screen in clear detail. In the water the light 
glistens off minute particles floating in the water. 
Light and refraction is an important element of 
the films as glass walls and the surface of the 
water figure into the play of luminescence.[8]

Discussions that reflect on the possibility 
of an ecological cinema have focused on altering 
the perceptual paradigms for the viewer. Scott 
MacDonald views the task of a predominately 
avant-garde eco-cinema as that of “retraining of 
perception, as a way of offering an alternative to 
conventional media spectatorship” (2004, 109). 
Building on this formulation, Paula Willoquet 
Maricondi argues for a cinema that might 
engender    awareness    about   the   “perceptual 

error regarding the place of humans within the 
biotic community” (2010, 55). This error places 
humans at the centre of the universe, 
understanding the nonhuman world and 
nonhuman life to be posed only in relation to the 
human. There is a historically plausible context 
that suggests Painlevé was attuned to not only 
ethology and surrealism, but also the question of 
cinema’s anthropocentric orientation. 

  In an insightful essay about the property 
of photogénie and the cinematic representation 
of animals in the 1920s James Leo Cahill outlines 
an intellectual discourse that was in motion in 
France just prior to the time when Painlevé’s film 
work   was   gaining  momentum.  For  Cahill,  the 

   Jean Painlevé 
  L’Hippocampe, 16mm film 1934 
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discourse of the period enables “a decentering 
vision for applying critical pressure not only upon 
understandings of the cinema, but also upon the 
pervasive anthropocentrism in Western thought 
and culture” (24). This is perhaps most evident in 
the writings of Jean Epstein who argued that the 
gaze of the camera encouraged displacement 
rather than identification—it constituted a view 
not tied to the human, one that is 
anthropologically different: 

Why not profit from one of the rarest 
qualities of the cinematographic eye, 
that of being an eye outside of the eye, 

that of escaping from the tyrannical 
egocentrism of our personal vision? […] 
Why not eagerly seize an almost unique 
occasion for organizing a spectacle 
through relation to a centre other than 
our own line of sight? (Epstein quoted in 
Cahill 2015, 27). 

The theorization of a new approach to human 
perception in Epstein’s work aligns with the 
concerns of French impressionism. The focus on 
animals as a vehicle for this new 
approach anticipates, as Cahill observes, Bazin’s 
interest  in  animals  that  was  to follow in the post 

   Jean Painlevé 
  Hyas et stenorinques,16mm film, 1929 
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war era. In the spirit of Bazin, I am less interested 
in photogénie, with its approach to the 
(displaced) filmmaker and the apparatus of 
cinema, and more concerned with how the 
cinematic image might convey material 
phenomena, particularly the materiality of life as 
a way of rethinking the humanism of cinematic 
identification.[9] 

There are a number of ways of moving 
beyond dominant conceptions of spectatorship 
that pose the formal properties of cinema, 
its shots and edits, as way of fostering desire 
through empathy with a human surrogate. One 
option is to trace a path through the work of 
scholars that emphasize the materiality of cinema 
such as Siegfried Kracauer and Lesley 
Stern. Kracauer’s conception of realism and the 
film image focuses on cinema’s ability to address 
the viewer in ways that engage the senses, the 
ephemeral, and the gestural in order to open a 
space for an experience of reality. Kracauer’s 
realism of the everyday is interested in how 
cinema might harness “the flow of life” or 
“nature in the raw.” His theory of film is 
motivated in part by his desire to seek out how 
some forms of cinema provide relief from the 
alienating experience of modernity.[10] While 
Kracauer was not concerned with the natural 
environment per se and was more likely to draw 
on examples of city scenes, the way he captures 
the material sensibility of the image remains 
relevant because his realism is shaped by 
material phenomena and its otherness. 

Stern extends this approach by exploring 
the temporal and the mutable aspects of 
material film worlds. Her emphasis is on how 
cinematic “things” take on a weight of meaning, 
via both their affective and signifying power: “I 
pose this indeterminacy as simultaneously a 
resistance and an allure; at the very least it is an 
opportunity to shift the emphasis from the 
signifying potential of things to the sensuous, to 

the affect produced through tactility, the 
generation of a sense of touch” (2001, 334). 
Interpreting the experience encouraged by 
cinema in this way offers one avenue to rethink 
the anthropocentric power of systems of 
representation. It does so by moving 
from signification, and understanding cinematic 
meaning by way of language, to the materiality 
of the image. Stern and Kracauer’s approaches 
allow for an intricate reflection on the physical 
world of the film, the phenomena presented in 
the frame (as it pertains to the “real world”) and 
how this appeals to affect and the senses. 

Focusing on how the material worlds of 
cinema address the senses of the spectator offers 
a lucid approach to Painlevé’s work. Such an 
approach, however, can easily fall into the 
paradigm that Jonathan Burt describes in his 
discussion of L’Hippocampe when he writes: 

Whether we should use them to 
attend to and re-calibrate our sense 
of what is meant by our co-habitation 
with other forms of life, or whether 
we should see them as objects of 
pure fascination on screen, as a 
spectacle of the marvellous, which is 
effectively a retreat to the safer 
histories of the human. (2012, 58) 

Burt is referring to a biopolitical situation in which 
nonhuman animals are figured only in relation to 
a human sense-oriented imaginary, eclipsing the 
cognitive dimensions of species and interspecies 
interactions (thus deeming animals as only 
available via the consumption of sensuous 
images). Burt refers instead to the potential for 
co-habitation and a “cross-species kinship”. My 
project is to question how the films might bring 
the viewer next to animals. If an understanding 
of Hyas et Stenorinques and L’Hippocampe (and 
the  material  worlds  of  tiny  marine animals they 
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bring the viewer into contact with) is to realise this 
project in the affirmative, a pivotal distinction 
must be made around the representation of life. 
As Stern describes so eloquently, “things” can 
evoke sensory responses from the spectator. In 
Stern’s words, “the cinema evokes the solidity 
and tactility of things in the very moment of their 
passing, their ephemerality. In the cinema solid 
things turn into phantasms, touch turns into 
memory. It is the mutability of things that 
matters” (2001, 354). To distinguish life, 
however, is to recognize the entwinements of 
both duration and the potential for agency of 
different organisms.  

If Painlevé’s cinema can offer contact with 
the material qualities of life, this occurs at the 
intersection of the aesthetic qualities of 
light, texture and tonality and movement and 
voice over that convey the behaviour and specific 
biotic capacities of the marine animals. The 
different abilities of different species indicate and 
facilitate their place in the ecosystem. Jaimie 
Lorimer describes this agency as it has been 
explored in “multispecies ethnographies” by 
way of “the biopower of nonhumans and the 
ways in which they sense and shape their worlds” 
(2015, 26). In the case of the stiff 
bodied seahorse, the ripples give way to scutes 
on its body clearly visible as the physiology of the 
animal allows it to be suspended, weaving in the 
water. In Hyas et Stenorinques the crustaceans, 
when still, so easily blend in with the surrounding 
seaweed and ocean detritus. As their bodies 
move they become visible in space, outlined 
against and within the objects around them. On 
viewing Hyas et Stenorinques the eye is drawn to 
angular legs, the jagged shape of the crab’s 
bodies and the sharpness of pincers as 
the stenorhynchus fight one another or 
camouflage themselves with seaweed 
attachments. The aesthetic rendering of 
physicality and movement conveys agentic 
qualities of the animals. 

If the films can be categorized as experimental 
documentary, the basis of the experiment lies in 
the way they fill the frame with animal bodies and 
animal activities in almost microscopic 
detail. These images compel viewers with their 
strangeness, fulfilling documentary’s promise to 
satisfy the desire to know, and this strangeness is 
in part achieved by the rendering of the 
different capacities and potentials of organisms. 
Such a representation renders strangeness as 
difference, whether it is the camouflaging tactics 
of the crabs or the reproductive faculties of the 
seahorse. In the next section I leave behind, for a 
moment, the sensuous capacities of cinema, to 
consider another way of reading these films—
through their historical dimensions, the 
technologicalxinnovationxinvolvedxin Painlevé’s 
work and how it produces meaning in the context 
of the wildlife film genre. 

Painlevé’s Wildlife Film 

In his account of Painlevé’s life and filmmaking, 
Scott MacDonald begins with an observation: 

Probably no substantial dimension of 
film history has been so thoroughly 
ignored by American film critics, 
historians, and theorists as the nature 
film (or “wildlife film”): those works of 
cinema that purport to reveal the lives 
of other species. This lack of scholarly 
attention seems to have resulted from 
the mistaken assumption that nature 
filmmakers do not reveal any 
philosophical or cinematic vision in 
their work, that nature films merely 
present facts. (2009) 

Noting the recent work that has defined this 
subgenre of documentary, such as Gregg 
Mitman’s Reel Nature:  America’s  Romance with 
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Wildlife on Film, Derek Bousé’s Wildlife 
Films, and Cynthia Chris’s Watching 
Wildlife, MacDonald emphasizes the importance 
of grappling with the film work he refers to as 
nature cinema. Importantly, he suggests that 
Painlevé’s work is a key starting point for such 
attention. I have already explored Painlevé’s 
aesthetic project. Taking a cue from 
MacDonald’s observations, I wish to build on this 
discussion to locate Painlevé’s work in relation to 
pivotal questions in wildlife filmmaking, 
considering how such a categorization might 
shape an encounter with the animals in his films. 

The filmmaker’s early work, made in the 
late 1920s and early 1930s, came at the cusp of 
the international introduction of sound cinema. It 
also coincided with the demise of the popular 
animal feature films of early cinema, the safari or 
adventure film. As Cynthia Chris writes, wildlife 
nonfiction almost vanished from theatrical 
distribution over this time, with British natural 
history shorts, The Secrets of Nature, some of the 
few exceptions (2006, 25). Animals remained 
scarce in commercial theatres until the postwar 
decadesxandxDisney’sxextremexanthropomor-
phism in the True Life Adventures series. Thus, 
while appealing to a much smaller audience, the 
shorts produced by Painlevé fell between two 
popular paradigms of wildlife filmmaking. More 
aligned with surrealism than the staged animal 
drama of expedition films, his films were much less 
structured by human activity, whether it is the safari 
expedition or the anthropomorphic narrative arcs 
of Disney. Instead, as science films they privilege 
the dissemination of knowledge about animals and 
harness the full technological capacity of cinematic 
representation. 

Painlevé made a number of popular 
science films in the 1920s, including La 
Pieuvre,xLaxDaphina,xLexBernard l’Emite and L’
Oursin, all made in 1928. A year later he 
made  Hyas  et  Stenorinques.  These  early films 

were shown in mainstream cinemas before the 
feature. In his study of wildlife film of the 1920s, 
Palle B. Petterson writes that these 1920s films 
used close ups and micro-cinematography, 
noting that: 

Painleve’s interest in structures and 
patterns is evident, but they do not 
really indicate his fascination 
with avant garde ideas. The reaction 
to these ‘underwater’ films, which 
had been shot in bog aquariums, 
was mixed. Some were irritated with 
his films, others were mesmerized by 
the exotic world that the films 
depicted. (2011, 166)  

With the introduction of sound, the films to 
follow, such as L’Hippocampe, began to mix the 
playful focus on science with sound/image 
juxtapositions that took the work further into the 
domain of surrealism. In the mid to late 1930s, as 
Berg notes, the popularity of his work receded 
and L’Hippocampe was a particular commercial 
high point.[11] In this respect I wish to highlight the 
science and technology that characterize these 
early films. Inventiveness and the science of 
zoology are narratives and postures that circulate 
alongside the films and become bound up with 
audience expectations (regardless of whether 
audiences are irritated or mesmerized). 

While Painlevé worked over a number of 
decades, his filmmaking changed to keep pace 
with the expanding capacities of the 
medium.[12] The pioneering cinematography 
offered a unique experience for the audience of 
the time. The audience appeal of many 
of Painlevé’s films lay in the way they were able 
to produce insight into a world usually concealed 
from the human eye by pushing the limits of what 
cinema could achieve. Painlevé experimented 
with  shooting  footage  underwater  around  the 
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time that L’Hippocampe was produced. As Berg 
describes, Painlevé enclosed a Sept camera in a 
custom made waterproof box. The filming was 
arduous: 

The camera could only hold a few 
seconds of film, causing Painlevé to 
return to the surface continually to 
reload. Moreover, the diving 
equipment he used was crude, so his 
movements were limited. Essentially 
tethered to a boat, his breathing 
apparatus was connected, by a ten-
meter-long hose, to a manually 
operated air pump located above 
the water. (Berg 2005, 19) 

Despite these experiments little of the footage, 
beyond perhaps the opening shot, appears in 
the film. L’Hippocampe, including the famous 
shots of the male seahorses giving birth, were 
captured in aquariums in Paris. Achieving these 
images required days of waiting, with Painlevé 
hooked up to a device that would give electric 
shocks if he were to fall asleep (Berg 2005, 19-
20). L’Hippocampe also includes a close up of a 
dissected male seahorse, the interior of its pouch 
and the eggs that had been transferred from the 
female clearly in view, being prodded at with a 
metal implement. The image encourages 
proximity, bringing the viewer astoundingly close 
to the filmed object in visual terms (so close that 
we can see inside the body of the seahorse).  

I would like to investigate the 
commonalities with the conventions of 
contemporary “spectacular” wildlife film, such 
as blue chip productions. In both instances there 
is great skill and technical innovation required to 
capture the often extraordinary footage that the 
films that are foundational to the sub-genre. A 
disembodied narrator describes the ethological 
and zoological meaning of the scenes 
presented,   while   images   provide   a  different, 

more visual evidence of science. Both images 
and voiceover work in tandem to address the 
viewer as the subject of knowledge. Yet the 
structure of the contemporary films brings an 
implicit ideological address. I offer this as a 
critique of the conventions of the blue 
chip wildlife film in particular, while 
acknowledging that wildlife film and television, 
especially in its most diverse contemporary 
manifestations, is crucial to making animals 
visible in a mediated public sphere. 

A showcase for innovations in 
cinematography and on location shooting, blue 
chip films offer hypercolored and detailed 
images, the spectacle of nonhuman life and its 
environment is conveyed through the virtuosity 
of sound and image. This virtuosity is further 
intensified by the temporal manipulations of the 
genre, as bodies and scenes are sped up and 
slowed down to offer further dimensions to the 
viewing experience. Speeding up and slowing 
down life offers the illusion that it is possible to 
manipulate material phenomena in order to 
grasp its meaning more fully. The voiceover adds 
to this function, particularly the archetypal “voice 
of god” that explicates the world on screen by 
way of the rationality of science. In this reading of 
the wildlife genre, humans are not next to 
animals in Fudge’s sense. Rather they are 
authorized to describe, name and categorize 
animals, thus encouraging a sense of human 
mastery in relation to an animal other—mastery 
over the knowledge to explain and the mastery 
of audiovisual virtuosity. It potentially minimizes a 
more complex and precise human/nonhuman 
relation that poses a continuum between the two 
and a recognition that animals worlds are part of 
an ecology that includes human worlds. 

Painlevé’s early films share some aspects 
of this address to the audience—the aim is to 
entertain and evoke fascination for the natural 
world. Science plays a role in this entertainment, 
fulfilling   documentary’s  promise  to present the 
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world as knowable—the voiceover apportions 
knowledge, incorporating nature into an 
explanatory paradigm. In Hyas 
et Stenorinques this is most clearly demonstrated 
by the film’s attention to the spirograph worm, 
which lives in a tube and extends its plumes out 
into a fan shape. Near the end of the film it is 
shown in particular detail, as the plumes move in 
and out of the tube, and the voiceover informs 
the viewer that the shot will move into close-up, 
highlighting the microscopic vision the viewer is 
given access to: “The center of the fan is the 
mouth. We will see the branchiae of the fan 
progressively close-up. This close-up showing 
the cila, measuring  1/1000mm,  which cover the 

branchiae. This movement circulates water 
and send nutritious particles into the worm’s 
mouth.” The images show abstract images of the 
movement of particles along a plane as the 
branchiae facilitate feeding for the worm. This 
insight into the behavior of the worm, however, 
soon shifts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 The visuals move back to a wide shot and the 
voiceoverxinformsxus:x“The hyas and stenorhynch
us sometimes nibble at the spirograph’s branchiae. 
A stenorhynchus flees, catching its eye [. . .] .” 
The crusteceans and the spirograph are then 
organized together, within the frame, moving in the 
water  in  harmony.  Chopin’s  music   accompanies 
accompanies the scene, further suggesting  that 

   Jean Painlevé 
  Hyas et stenorinques,16mm film, 1929 
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the movement and scene should be appreciated 
for its aesthetic qualities, the different species 
performing as if in a ballet. The dance between 
the stenorhynchus and the spirograph is 
conveyed as a playful interaction between 
species, rather than a zoological explication. If 
contemporary examples conventionally position 
the animal as an object of vision and knowledge 
in ways that elevate the human, endowing the 
power to describe, know and see, Hyas 
et stenorinques poses this mastery while also 
undercutting it with an emphasis on the playful 
and the artful, the inventive, a move that aligns 
rather than separates human and nonhuman. 
This   is   tied   to   what   is   often   perceived   as 

Painlevé’s anthropomorphism, a significant 
aspect of his style and approach to wildlife. 

Usually anthropomorphism is an 
anthropocentric function—it collapses the 
animal in to a human morphology, disavowing its 
specificity and difference from the human as the 
animal becomes a placeholder for the 
human. While present throughout the wildlife 
genre, films produced by Disney are particularly 
associated with anthropomorphic devices. I 
noted the early Disney series, True Life 
Adventures above, and this can be considered a 
leader in structuring wildlife narrative in 
anthropomorphizing ways. As Chris writes, 
Disney  differed  from  the  safari  film  of an earlier 

   Jean Painlevé 
  Hyas et stenorinques,16mm film, 1929 
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epoch in that it removed humans from the frame. 
She argues “excising human protagonists 
displaces the viewer’s attention onto the animal, 
mapping human motivations onto animals” 
(2006, 36). Derek Bousé extends this, elaborating 
on how animals became cast as characters in 
wildlife stories that took up classical narrative and 
myth, such as the journey or quest “evoking 
patterns that their audiences would recognise” 
(2000, 129). Crucial in both cases is the emotional 
identification with the animal that can come with 
anthropomorphism. 

 ScholarsxwhoxdiscussxPainlevé’s anthro
pomorphism are generous in their interpretation 
rather than critical. This may be because its aim is 
lyrical and sharp rather than sentimental, a move 
that would undercut the pedagogical project of 
his cinema.[13] Painlevé wants the audience to 
understand the animals as animals, rather than as 
humans. Nevertheless, he also draws audiences 
close to animals by describing their attributes in 
human metaphor and comparison. 
The hyas and stenorhynchus are comically 
compared to men and women, as “sporty” types 
and in “ravishing ball gowns.” Other 
comparisons include a “praying Buddha” and a 
“Japanese warrior.” The posture of the seahorse 
is described as pompous and its form resembling 
medieval amour. It is also described as having 
the appearance that is part horse and part 
caterpillar, referencing the morphology of other 
animals. This comparison moves beyond simple 
simile and acknowledges the etymology of 
“seahorse” (hippocampus), given that one 
meaning of the Latin word campus is caterpillar. 
In the Greek, hippokampos may also be related 
to kampe “caterpillar.” This continuous cycle of 
comparison extends beyond the voiceover, as I 
have noted, with Chopin’s music seeming to 
orchestrate the crustaceans in Hyas 
et Stenorinques into a ballet. 

I suggest that, in these instances, the films 

do not collapse animals into a schema of human 
traits and forms but rather they highlight the 
strangeness and specificity of animals by 
juxtaposingxtheirxagency,xmovement, physiolo
gy and biology with familiar aspects of 
humanness. In some ways they enact a 
zoomorphism, bringing human culture 
(principally human aesthetics) into relief through 
its associations with marine creatures. Ralph 
Rugoff describes this when he writes that 
Painlevé’s films “do not simply substitute human 
characteristics for animal ones in portraying his 
subjects so much as they mix up our categories 
of animal and human” (2000, 54). In this “mixing 
up” the detail of animal life is brought to the fore 
as it brings often enchanting or evocative human 
attributes to our consideration of the nonhuman. 
Importantly, this maintains the focus on 
aesthetics and the visual, rather than 
incorporating animals into human stories, a key 
feature of the wildlife filmmaking described 
by Bousé. 

Thexworldsxofxthexseahorse, the stenor-
hynchus and the hyas are presented as 
contained and not measured by the index of the 
human form. Indeed, the shot, in cinema’s formal 
lexicon, is frequently measured by how visible 
the human body is within the frame, from the 
extreme long shot to the extreme close up, thus 
determining the capacity of cinema through 
referencextoxembodiedxhumanxproportions. 
Painlevé’s two films confuse this form of 
anthropomorphism in cinema as the bodies of 
tiny sea creatures become impossible to 
measure in comparison with human 
morphology. This enhances the way the 
aesthetics of the animals “mix up” the human 
and the nonhuman, drawing the viewer into the 
distinctive otherness of the animals on screen. 
ConsideringxHyasxet Stenorinques and L’Hippo
-campe as wildlife filmmaking requires
accounting for how the films engaged audiences
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in the historical period in which they were 
produced. They appealed to audiences by 
showing them animal life, in this case tiny sea 
animals,xbyxdrawingxattentionxto behaviour no
rmally only accessible with the instruments of 
scientific observation. Painlevé’s camera and the 
innovations it achieved align it, I suggest, with the 
awe-inspiring spectacle of contemporary blue 
chip filmmaking. If the dissemination of 
knowledge about animals in the contemporary 
films frequently positions the animal as an object 
of vision and knowledge in ways that impose 
human mastery over and separation from the 
nonhuman, this is outweighed unexpectedly, by 
Painlevé’s quirky negotiation between 
anthropomorphism and zoomorphism which, 
through the juxtaposition of sound and image, 
foreground the specificity of the nonhuman. 

Nonhuman Charisma and Realism 

I have posed two contingencies in order to 
elaborate on the encounter between viewer and 
nonhuman life on screen. An understanding of 
cinema that emphasizes material worlds 
encourages a recognition of the specificity of 
nonhuman life, while Painlevé’s play on human 
aesthetics draws attention to distinctive 
nonhuman gesture and form. By way 
of conclusion I wish to extend these two 
formulations to further complicate the question 
of anthropocentrism in cinema, returning to the 
question of cinematic spectatorship and the 
power relations it involves. In terms of 
documentary, as I note above, the form fosters 
an expectation that the viewer will be the subject 
of knowledge, offered access to a world that is 
knowable and testable, fulfilling a desire for 
knowledge and an epistephilic pleasure. The 
question becomes how to be next to animals, in 
Fudge’s sense, while accounting for the 
perceptual paradigms and the desire of the 
human spectator. 

I suggest, by following the line of thought offered 
by the two frames I have discussed, it is necessary 
to consider both an epistemological and a 
sensory response to the film image of nonhuman 
life. To account for this, I turn to another 
disciplinary frame, a move that is motivated by 
the possibilities entailed in synthesizing film and 
screen studies with an approach borrowed 
from conservation studies in geography. I draw 
again on Jamie Lorimer’s work, but here attend 
more fully to his work, specifically his notion of 
“nonhuman charisma” which is centrally 
concerned with embodied encounters between 
human and animal in the sphere of biodiversity 
conservation. It is interesting for my purposes 
because it takes up the question of human 
perception of nonhuman others in the domain of 
scientific practice while accounting for the 
sensory or affective dimensions of such 
encounters (in a way that might be appropriated 
to cinema studies). Moreover, it questions the 
objectification often involved in the expression of 
scientific knowledge. 

There is much to be gained by 
considering Painlevé’s films on the terms of an 
encounter with nonhuman charisma. For 
Lorimer, both humans and nonhumans can be 
charismatic. While he outlines different forms of 
charisma, I am particularly interested in his notion 
of aesthetic charisma due to the way it correlates 
with cinema, and Painlevé’s emphasis on 
aesthetics especially. This aspect pertains to the 
“aesthetic properties of an organisms’ 
appearance and behaviour when encountered 
by an observer either in the flesh or as a textual 
inscription” (2007, 918). Painlevé’s images and 
voiceover work to accentuate the aesthetic and 
behavioral uniqueness of the animals he focuses 
on. The idiosyncratic appearance of the seahorse 
is amplified by the detailed explanation of its 
body and comparisons with other animals that 
bring their own human cultural associations such 
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as the horse and caterpillar. Likewise, the 
crustaceans, as I have described, are posed as 
having distinguishing properties, as they blend 
into their surroundings, eat and fight with one 
another. Both are represented in ways that tap 
into the potential for a biophilic identification. As 
viewers we are asked to become immersed in 
their world, with their bodies magnified by the 
camera, confusing expected cinematic 
proportions. The distinct visual signatures of 
animals that make them readily distinguishable 
from others enhance charisma. 

Moreover, attending to how the 
“ecologicalxandxaffectivexdimensions to huma
n—nonhuman interaction and environmental 
governance can help refine a ‘more-than-human’ 
understanding of agency” (“Nonhuman 
Charisma,” 914), this approach privileges human 
sensitivity to and interpretation of nonhuman 
charisma, yet this does not necessarily reduce 
animals to human and humanising knowledge: 

Ontologically, nonhuman charisma 
blurs the modern subject-object 
dualism to provide a new approach 
to understanding nonhuman 
agency. In particular, although the 
charisma outlined here is resolutely 
anthropocentric—it emanates from 
the human body—it does not 
elevate nonhuman organisms to the 
humanist status of subjects. Neither 
does it reduce them to the 
instrumental domain of the objects 
of natural science. Instead, an 
awareness of nonhuman charisma 
opens analysis to nonhuman 
difference and to the vast diversity of 
agency potentials performed by 
different organisms. (2007, 927) 

Lorimer develops a notion of nonhuman agency 

that recognises the singularity of animal species. 
Importantly, like cinema, this is a form of 
encounter that is anthropocentric because 
knowledge is structured by the perception and 
affect of the scientist, or as Lorimer notes “it 
emanates from the human body.” 

Such an understanding takes us further 
towards what I suggest is a nonhuman 
documentary realism. If Painlevé’s two films 
might be considered as experimental wildlife 
documentary, it is one that asks us to engage 
with knowledge, science and animals in ways that 
draw attention to our status as embodied human 
spectators. The potential here, drawing on 
Lorimer’s theorization of scientists in the field, is 
to acknowledge nonhuman difference (rather 
than subjugation) through attending to the 
agency and distinctiveness of different life forms. 
The challenge for expressing and representing 
scientific knowledge, on this count, is to convey 
the wondrousness of the animal beyond the 
“instrumental domain of the objects of natural 
science,” something that the lyricism 
of Painlevé’s films certainly and uniquely 
achieves. 
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studies he went as a cinema volunteer to the Centre 
Culturel Français in Beirut and started work as a 
director of photography on documentaries taking 
him deep into the Middle East. On his return to 
France, he focused on directing his own projects  
while continuing to do camerawork on other 
people’s films. After gaining critical acclaim for his 
first feature documentary, A Cow's Life, Gras' second 
feature documentary, Makala (2017), was selected in 
the main competition of la Semaine de la Critique, 
where it won the Nespresso Grand Prize. 

First contact 

“In this opening scene of the film, we see some 
barbed wire and spider webs. It seems like an 
abandoned place. This is my way of showing that 
we’re entering a world that is on the boundary 
between  civilisation  and  the  wild.  We  hear a cow in 

the distance. Of course, we know from the title that 
the film is going to be about cows. But I wanted to 
approach the cow as a wild animal rather than as 
livestock. 

That’s why I put the viewer in contact with 
the animal first rather than the farmer. I filmed 
beef cows who have less contact with humans 
than dairy cows who are milked every day. These 
Charolais cows live mostly alone in the fields, 
in nature. That’s what interested me: their 
animality distanced from man. My film is the first 
ever wildlife film, strictly speaking. It’s neither a 
documentary ‘about’ animals nor simply a film in 
which there are some animals, but a film which 
tries to address what it is ‘to be an animal’. 
There’s no pedagogical voiceover, no music, no 
scripted story (the cow waking up, the cow going 
for a walk, the cow getting angry etc.) and 
above all no anthropomorphism in the style 
of ‘The talking cow and her little calf’! We’re 
not in the realm of discourse about the animal – 
we’re in the realm of feeling. 

In this prologue scene, we see a cow mooing. 
She moos very loudly, in a very expressive way!  

A fter a degree in History, Emmanuel Gras 
studied cinematography at the École nationale 
supérieure  Louis-Lumière.  At  the  end  of  his

A COW'S LIFE 

In an interview with Guillemette Odicino, French film maker Emmanuel Gras offers a ‘director’s 
commentary’ on Bovines ou la vraie vie des vaches/A Cow's Life (2012), a one-hour documentary 
about a herd of Charolais beef cows that  eschews the classical narrative structures of nature 
documentaries, deploying long takes without any  voice-over commentary. While reflecting on three 
scenes in particular (the opening scene; the cow s encountering a plastic bag; a cow being 
separated from the herd and sent to the slaughterhouse), Gras opens up broader issues: ‘animality’ 
and anthropomorphism; the role of duration; the film’ s alignment with the cows; and relations of 
power between farmer and herd, and between herd and  filmmaker. 

Text by Emmanuel Gras 
Translated by Laura McMahon 

100



    Emmanuel Gras 
   Bovines, 2012, Happiness Distribution 
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Clearly, something is happening… but we 
don’t know what. Even if we try to get close, we can 
never really put ourselves in the place of the animal. A 
question persists… And at the end of the scene, the 
cow comes towards us, she looks at us. Cows are like 
that – they’re curious. She’s asking herself who we are, 
or rather what we are… We’re watching her and she’s 
watching us: the film can begin.” 

The ballet of the plastic bag 

“I admit that I had a bit of fun with this. I’d seen a 
plastic bag stuck to a gate, fluttering about in the wind. 
There was something abstract about the image which 
I liked. I wanted to include it in my film. The scene 
begins out of focus. The image of the grass is clear, 
but behind, in the background, it’s out of focus 
because I wanted the shape of the bag to be able to 
look like a calf. So, then we’re seeing different things: 
the plastic bag as a human product, a symbol of 
industry, and at the same time, it’s a beautiful form (I 
used a beautiful bag!) which, by the end of the shot, 
starts to look like a calf again… 

It’s difficult for me to attribute a particular 
meaning to the scene because it’s a shot which 
appeals to the viewer’s imaginary above all. In any 
case, I can tell you that in order for that bag to end up 
in front of the cows, there was a hell of a lot of people 
throwing bags! About twenty of us. My girlfriend 
would let go of the bag and try and make it move 
towards the cows. It never went in the right direction 
and we’d have to go and collect it from the other end 
of the field! 

Miraculously, in the end, we managed to 
get it to land in front of the cow who sniffs it. She 
really explores this strange thing. Then other cows 
approach with the same timid curiosity. I cut the 
scene, but the whole herd came over to have a sniff. 
In the end, there were ten cows around the bag! I 
wanted to create a shot which would be both bucolic 
and mundane. My film had to be beautiful because 
you can’t hope to interest the public in this kind 
of subject without including beauty. However, I 
didn’t want any aestheticism or poetic effects. 

I like filming the real and making it abstract. 
Not just for the sake of abstraction, but because I think 
that abstraction opens to other sensations. That’s the  

film’s point of departure: looking upon a world that we 
think we know (cows in a field – everyone knows what 
that’s about) and turning something banal into 
something extraordinary. Cinema is one of the few 
arts that allows for that, and it does so through the 
duration of shots. A viewer can choose to look at a 
painting for as long as they like – ten minutes or one 
second. With cinema, the director imposes the time of 
the look on the viewer. The director applies force. And 
if viewers agree to let go, you can make them feel 
things that they might not have suspected. Like the 
fact that cows are really feminine! And that they have 
magnificent eyes! We really worked on the duration of 
the shots with my editor – long enough for the viewer 
to have time to become immersed in sensation but 
not long enough for it to be annoying!” 

Farewells in the fog 

“I don’t want to reveal my big dramatic scene! My film 
is really a Hitchcockian thriller – a real bovine thriller! 
We’re going to talk about the scene in the fog 
instead… Before we see humans intervening, we’ve 
spent a good part of the film just with the cows. I 
wanted the viewer to cross over to ‘the other side’. 
Usually, when we talk about farming we see it from a 
human perspective. Here it’s the opposite. The viewer 
has spent lots of time seeing things from the cows’ 
perspective and suddenly when humans show up, 
they’re the ones who seem strange! Slightly strange 
little beings! 

The sequence opens in the fog, and the cows 
then gradually come into view. There always has to be 
something evolving in my shots, even when the frame 
is static. The cows move forward into the enclosure. 
We sense that they’re restless. They moo. A human 
and a van come into view. The camera is among the 
cows the perspective of the cows, their point of view, 
framing their point of view. [La caméra est placée du 
côté des vaches, de leur point de vue]. I wanted the 
scene to be gentle, even though the farmer is taking 
one of the cows away to the slaughterhouse. 

This commitment to gentleness is a way of 
respecting the farmer’s work but also of making the 
scene even crueller in the end. Cows are big powerful 
animals, but they’re docile. There’s something 
dreadful about the sight of them letting themselves  be  
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pushed around like that. It’s the drama of the eternal 
victims who don’t rebel. There she is in the van. Her 
‘friends’ are mooing. While shooting the scene I ran to 
change camera position because I wanted to film the 
van disappearing into the fog. 

And then there was a surprise: I heard the 
herd arriving and…the cows entered the frame. They 
were accompanying their ‘friend’.  They’d come to say 
goodbye to her. It’s not staged… and these aren’t 
actresses being ‘directed’! I tried ‘directing’ the cows, 
pushing them in front of the camera, getting them to 
graze in the right direction… it never worked!” 

   Emmanuel Gras 
   Bovines, 2012, Happiness Distribution 

Emmanuel Gras is a French filmmaker whose work includes 
Une petite note d’humanité/A Little Touch of Humanity (2004), 
Tweety Lovely Superstar (2005, short doc), Soudain ses mains 
(2008, short), Bovines ou la vraie vie des vaches/A Cow's Life 
(2012, doc), Être vivant/A Living Being (2013, short), 300 
hommes/300 Souls (2014, doc, co-dir), A la sueur de ton front 
(2016) and Makala (2017).
http://en.unifrance.org/directories/person/324173/emmanuel -gras
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nimal suffering and death has been part 
and parcel of cinematic history, from the 
Edison Manufacturing Company’s 

actuality Electrocuting an Elephant (1902), to the 
animated Disney film Bambi (1942), to live-action 
narrative films such as La Règle du Jeu (Rules of 
the Game, 1939), The Yearling (1946), and Au 
Hasard Balthazar (1966). In some of these films, 
animals were actually killed on screen. In others, 
death is simulated, and often off-screen. Of 
course, many narrative animal films are, 
like Bambi, animated, and the most widely 
distributed animal films are populated by 
animated, non-realistic creatures. In 2016, for 
example, four of the top five highest-grossing 
films in worldwide markets were fully animated 
and animal-centric: The Secret Life of Pets, The 
Jungle Book, Zootopia, and Finding Dory. The 
latter  two  titles each earned ove r a  billion  U.S. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

dollars at global box offices (Guerrasio 2016). 
Still, movie studios continue to release films that 
employ live animals, such as the sled dogs of 
Disney’s Eight Below (2006).[1] Hundreds of live 
horses (and at least one animatronic horse) 
appeared in Stephen Spielberg’s War 
Horse (2011), based on the 2007 stage play 
featuring life-sized horses by Handspring Puppet 
Company of Cape Town, which was in turn 
based on a novel by Michael Morpurgo (1982). 
And perhaps most astonishingly, for the 
Hungarian film White God (2014), directed and 
co-written by Korél Mundruczó, some 250 dogs 
were trained to perform in scenes of extreme 
complexity without the assistance of computer-
generated imagery (CGI), now commonly 
referred to as VFX, or visual effects (Buder 2015). 

Jonathan Burt has referred to a kind of 
special status for such animals, who both occupy 

A 

WOUNDED: THE DIGITAL ANIMAL 
AND DEATH ON SCREEN 

Animal death and suffering have been part of cinematic history, from the actuality Electrocuting an 
Elephant (1902), to narrative films such as The Rules of the Game (1939), Bambi (1942), The 
Yearling (1946), and Au hasard Balthazar (1966). In some of these films, animals were actually killed on 
screen. In others, death is simulated or off-screen. Increasingly, however, digital animals displace animal 
actors in films such as Life of Pi (2012) and Noah (2014). The use of digital animals may protect live animals 
from exploitation, even while spectacularizing animal suffering in scenes of explicit, prolonged, and extreme 
violence. This article argues that the digital animal is more narrative cipher than cognitive avatar, less bête 
noir than blank slate for the human imagination, including our cruelty. 

TTeexxtt  bbyy  CCyynntthhiiaa  CChhrriiss  
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roles within a film’s story world and may remind 
the viewer of the parameters of that 
world: “Animals on screen are not seen as actors, 
ironically, but vulnerable to exploitation and, 
above all they are seen as ‘real’” (2014, 11). If the 
viewer is jolted from diegesis by recognizing that 
an animal on screen refers to a live animal in the 
so-called real world, then the very presence of an 
animal on screen may be what Akira Lippit has 
called a “parergon,” using the Greek word for a 
supplement or sideline to a primary work, 
emphasizing the role of a device or “frame” that 
separates story world from real world, fiction 
from actuality, screen life from audience 
experience (2002, 10).[2] Thus, a spectral question 

of animal welfare is activated alongside the film 
by the undeniable link between screen image 
and its off-screen referent. 

Increasingly, however, digital animals 
replace—or appear alongside—animal actors in 
live-action films. Animal actors have long been 
augmented by CGI, as in talking-animal 
films Babe (1995), Snow Dogs (2002), or Nine 
Lives (2016). In some films, such as Life of 
Pi (2012), animals appear alongside their CGI 
doppelgängers.[3] In others, non-human animal 
actors are virtually displaced by CGI and the new 
animatronics of motion-capture hardware, for 
which human bodies provide framework for 
hyperreal digital animals, as in Rise of the Planet  

   Edwin S. Porter or Jacob Blair Smith 
Electrocuting an Elephant, 1903 Edison Manufacturing Company 
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of the Apes (2011) and Dawn of the Planet of the 
Apes (2014). Elsewhere, VFX artists create 
species that never were, such as the dragons in 
HBO’s Game of Thrones (2011—) or just about 
any of the creatures that populate Darren 
Aronofsky’s Noah (2014); Aronofsky has been 
particularly vocal about substituting the digital for 
the real as a means of minimizing the suffering of 
live animals on film sets (“High Water Mark” 
2014; “Darren Aronofsky” 2014). And yet the 
primary contribution of the digital animal may not 
be its capacity to improve animal welfare by 
displacing the real on set and on screen. While in 
some cases reducing the number of live non-
human animals present during film shoots—
which is surely a welcome innovation—the digital 
animal may paradoxically spectacularize animal 
suffering, in scenes of explicit, prolonged, or 
extreme violence. 

That is, while live animals are ostensibly (if 
imperfectly) protected from harm during feature 
film and television production, computer-
generated images of animals may be graphically 
wounded. If a script calls for live animals to be 
injured, that injury must be faked, with the use of 
props, prosthetics, and make-up, just as it would 
be for human performers. At least, this has been 
consistently the case for Hollywood films since 
1980, when a new Screen Actors Guild contract 
ensured that American Humane Association 
would observe domestic productions using live 
animals, with the AHA’s Film and Television Unit 
awarding its “No Animals Were Harmed” seal of 
approval for films meeting its standards.[4] Notably, 
AHA’s scope is limited to unionized productions 
(thereby not observing many independent 
projects, including reality TV shows). And the 
persistence of accidents even on observed sets 
suggests that animals involved in film and 
television shoots are not fully safeguarded. 
HBO’s Luck (2011-12), for example, lost at least 
three horses in the course of filming just nine 
episodes:  a  dramatic  series  about  horseracing  

proves no safer than horseracing itself.[5] As I write, 
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 
(PETA) is calling for a boycott of Lasse 
Hallström’s A Dog’s Purpose (2017) after the 
gossip website TMZ released a video of an 
obviously scared German Shepherd being 
pressed in a pool of churning water to perform a 
stunt for the film (Gonzalez 2017), once again 
calling into question the efficacy of AHA 
observers. In light of these conditions, it makes 
sense to ask: Are digital animals much-needed 
replacements for unsustainable industry 
practices involving live animals? Or are they new 
terrain on which fantasies of exploitation can be 
mapped? This essay explores commonplace 
techniques for representing animal deaths, real 
and simulated, onscreen. Considering the latter, 
I argue that it may be the case that the digital 
animal is more narrative cipher than cognitive 
avatar, less bête noir than blank slate for the 
human imagination, including our cruelty. 

Cinematic Causes, Animal Deaths 

Let’s start with a typology of animal death on 
screen. It may be obvious, to begin with the 
broad category of nonfiction animal films. In 
doing so we can begin close to the origins of 
cinema itself, with an actuality associated with 
inventor Thomas Alva Edison. Electrocuting an 
Elephant (1903) contains, despite its very short 
running time, both an animal in motion, and the 
final arrest of that motion. The animal, in this case, 
is an elephant known as Topsy, then owned by 
Sea Lion Park, the precursor to the better-known 
Luna Park at Coney Island. While sources differ 
on some aspects of the circumstances 
surrounding Topsy’s death, it is clear that she had 
killed at least one abuser. Considered too difficult 
to handle, she was slated for euthanasia.[6] But 
the method of killing Topsy, and the fact of her 
death being film, turned the elephant’s 
execution   into  a  spectacle  that  extended  her 
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career as a performing animal into futures that 
she would not live to see. As spectacle, the film 
ranks among the many actualities of its era 
described by Thomas Gunning as the “cinema of 
attractions,” an “exhibitionist cinema” whose 
reason for being is based, quite simply, on its raw 
“ability to show something” (Gunning 1986, 64). 

The 74-second film consists of only two 
shots. In the first, a man leads Topsy toward the 
site of her execution, a construction zone on 
which the new Luna Park is being built. Three 
other men follow and several more are nearby. In 
the second shot, Topsy is centrally framed and 
chained in place. (In fact, electrodes that will 
deliver the electric shock are attached to her 
feet.) She raises her right front leg as if to shake 
off the apparatus. She suddenly braces, as 
smoke and a spark rise around her. She loses her 
footing and falls on her right side. The frame fills 
with smoke, and a man passes quickly between 
the camera and the dying elephant. The air 
clears, and the camera lingers on her body. A 
man approaches her from behind then quickly 
walks off screen. As soon as she is alone again 
within the frame, the film ends abruptly. As Lippit 
argues, “The dying animal in Edison’s film is 
survived by the film; Topsy lives on and survives 
as the film…Electrocuting an Elephant signals, 
early in the history of film, an uncanny 
transference of life from the animal to the film, 
illuminating in the exchange a spectral 
metaphysic of technology” (2002, 13). In other 
words, film re-animates the dead animal. But just 
as importantly film allows the animal to die again. 
In life, the elephant died a singular death; on 
screen, she dies again and again. 

In Electrocuting an Elephant, it is men 
who prey on the animal. Similarly, in countless 
theatrical big game hunting films of the early 
twentieth century, and their recent counterparts, 
men (and sometimes women) stalk and kill actual 
animals.[7] One could say much the same about 
the    remarkably   matter-of-fact  slaughterhouse 

films Blood of the Beasts by George Franju 
(1949) and Meat by Frederick Wiseman 
(1976). And regularly, wildlife films and television 
programs feature acts of animal-on-animal 
predation. A leopard seal kills and eats a 
penguin, for example, and an orca kills and eats 
a leopard seal; lionesses bring down zebra, 
wildebeest, impala. While sometimes bloody, 
these scenes are generally offered as 
documentary evidence of an enduring cycle of 
life in which the sustenance of one animal 
depends on the death of another—everybody’s 
got to eat—rather than violence per se. But this 
isn’t the place for a full reckoning of techniques 
of animal death in nonfiction films. It has to 
suffice, for now, to leave most of this kind of 
footage—actuality, documentary, reality-
based—in an undifferentiated category. Of all of 
these films, it can equally be said that “The 
animal survives its death as a film, as another form 
of animal, captured by the technologies of 
animation” (Lippit 2002, 19), only to die again, 
and again, and again. 

While "the technologies of animation" 
may allow the animal to live, and die, in a cycle of 
endless rewind and replay, it is common to place 
animal death off-screen. The viewer, but not the 
animal, is spared, at least from the site of its 
killing, if not the knowledge of it. Walt 
Disney’s Bambi (1942) is paradigmatic. The film 
presents a gentler version of nature than the 
novel on which it is based, Felix Salten’s Bambi: 
Eine Lebensgeschichte aus dem Walde (1923, 
translated as Bambi, A Life in the Woods), which 
features multiple scenes of animal-on-animal 
predation and additional encounters with human 
hunters. Midway through the film, a hunter kills a 
doe but her fawn survives because he 
demonstrates complete obedience to his 
hypervigilant mother’s instruction. Lifting her 
head while searching for grass in the snow, she 
senses danger and commands Bambi to run: 
“Bambi, quick, the thicket.” A gunshot rings out, 

107



 
 

and the doe continues to urge her offspring on: 
“Faster, Bambi, faster, don’t look back, keep 
running.” The sequence alternates shots of only 
Bambi with shots of him and his mother running 
behind. Then, with only the scampering fawn in 
view, another gunshot rings out. Bambi keeps 
running, and once sheltered deep in the woods, 
he turns, panting, and exclaims, “we made it, 
mother.” But his mother is not there.[8] We may 
understand that the doe will not catch up to her 
fawn again, but Bambi does not until a 
mysterious stag appears to explain that her 
absence is permanent. “Your mother can’t be 
with you anymore,” he announces, and then in 
very un-deer like fashion, undertakes a parenting 
role.[9] 

The Yearling (1946), directed by Clarence 
Brown and based on the 1938 novel by Marjorie 
Kinnan     Rawlings,    sometimes   displays   and  

sometimes elides animal death. Nearly halfway 
through the film, Ezra “Penny” Baxter (Gary 
Cooper) kills a rattlesnake that has just bitten him; 
its coiled body jumps and falls in the dust roused 
by the gunshot. Seeking flesh to draw out the 
venom, he quickly shoots a nearby doe, which 
collapses in the distance, as if the ground had 
crumbled beneath her. Neither animal appears 
more than fleetingly; neither is named or 
otherwise individualized. Penny’s son Jody 
befriends the doe’s orphan, who he names Flag, 
but the family struggles to keep the fawn from 
damaging their crops. Penny, still recovering 
from snakebite, tells Jody to “take the yearling 
out in the woods, tie him, and shoot him.” 
Instead, the boy tries to release the deer into the 
wild, but Flag returns. The boy’s mother (Jane 
Wyman), trying only to scare Flag off again, fires 
a shot that accidentally wounds the animal. 
Penny rises from his sickbed to order Jody “to 
put him out of his torment.” He complies, 
tearfully. He approaches the deer, last seen in 
reverse shot lying on the ground with the boy 
approaching, gun in hand. The camera lingers on 
Jody as he raises the gun, then cuts away to his 
parents on the porch during the gun blast, then 
returns to the distraught boy. 

The elision of animal death also takes 
place selectively in Disney’s Old Yeller (1957), 
based on the 1956 novel by Fred Gipson. Set in 
Texas in the 1860s, the film begins with Jim 
Coates (Fess Parker) leaving his wife and sons 
Travis and Arliss for a summer while he goes on 
a cattle drive. During his absence, the family 
adopts a stray dog that saves them from a bear, 
feral pigs, and a wolf suspected of carrying 
rabies. Travis shoots and kills the wolf without 
hesitation. But Old Yeller is injured in the fight, 
and they quarantine the dog to see if he will 
develop the disease. The last time Old Yeller is 
seen in the film, Travis finds that his beloved 
companion and protector has become a 
frothing,     snarling    threat.    In    a    scene   with 

   Walt Disney 
Bambi, 1942 
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remarkable parallels to The Yearling, Travis takes 
responsibility for exterminating the dog. The film 
switches between close-ups of Travis, his mother, 
a visiting neighbor girl, and a gun—but not the 
dog. A tear roles down Travis’s cheek as he takes 
aim. After he fires the fatal shot, his mother 
watches as the boy walks away, and the picture 
fades to black. In the film’s next and final section, 
Jim Coates returns home. The family is intact 
again, completed by the embrace of a puppy 
whelped by a neighbor’s dog and sired by Old 
Yeller. Once beloved, the dog is readily 
replaceable. As Erica Fudge has argued, the film 
suggests that “all dogs are interchangeable, that 
an  animal  may  die,  but  that  animals  live  on”  

(2002, 84), on screen and off. 
If Electrocuting an Elephant reveled in the 

death of an actual animal in a wholly nonfiction 
format, four decades later, Bambi posited the 
animal as mournable, in part by excising nearly all 
evidence of human life, save for our gun blasts. 
Similarly, films like The Yearling and Old 
Yeller look away when a non-human character—
that is, an individualized companion animal—
faces death, as if the sight would pose an 
affective challenge beyond the viewer’s capacity. 
Even so, these films cast a steadier gaze on the 
injury of animals that are not developed as 
characters. A third type of screen-animal death 
imbeds actual animal death within fictional 
scenarios. Frequently, these scenes have 
involved hunting or slaughterhouse scenes. The 
famous hunting scene from Jean Renoir’s Rules 
of the Game, a scathing portrait of French 
aristocrats set not long before the outbreak of 
World War II, is a classic example. It begins with 
a visual survey of animals to be pursued: strutting 
pheasants, rabbits that nestle into underbrush 
and scoot across the forest floor. Meanwhile, 
servants walk through the woods, banging trees 
with sticks, to flush out game. The well-heeled 
hunters wait, firearms at the ready. When they 
start to shoot, seven or eight rabbits are struck, 
and die twitching; a dozen or so birds fall from 
the sky. The hunt is allegorical, to be sure: it 
betrays the hunters' cruel impulses in other 
arenas and foreshadows violence within the 
human circle. As Jonathan Burt remarks in 
another issue of this publication, referring to 
Steve Baker's work on animals in visual art, at 
times, representations "[uses] animals to point 
toward something else" (2014, 6). But, as Burt 
maintains, diverging from Baker's view, that does 
not mean that such an image necessarily "has 
nothing to do with animals” (2014, 6). On the 
contrary, actual animals lived and died for the 
scene, disrupting the conventional bounds of a 
film’s story world. Lippit refers to these scenes as  

   Waalltt  DDiissnneeyy 
Old Yeller, 1957 
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“rupturing the tissues of diegetic space,” 
drawing on Vivian Sobchak’s analysis of the film, 
which describes the death of one of the rabbits 
as a occupying a “documentary space” within 
the narrative (2002, 14). Sobchak suggests that 
the scene demands that the viewer draws on 
"extratextual knowledge" (Sobchak 1999, 
246)—knowledge that the animal lived, and that 
it died—a destabilization of the text world that I 
would argue is itself a kind of violence. 

Similarly, in Killer of Sheep, the acclaimed 
micro-budget drama by Charles Burnett (1977), 
animal death is inevitably real—after all, the 
protagonist Stan (Henry Gayle Sanders) works in 
a slaughterhouse in the Watts section of South 
Los   Angeles.   Throughout   most   of   the   film, 

scenes set in the abattoir display either live sheep 
or their butchered carcasses, skipping the 
moment of slaughter. But in the final scene, a 
sheep swings overhead while Stan, whose face 
bears an uncharacteristically relaxed expression, 
selects another from a crowded pen. With his 
back to the camera, he attaches the animal by its 
hind legs to an overhead conveyor and places 
the muzzle of a captive bolt stunner gun against 
its head. Reaching the next worker in the process, 
a man who wields a large knife, the sheep slips 
out of frame momentarily in favor of a close-up of 
the worker’s impassive face. In the next shots, 
blood spills from the slit throats of a dozen or so 
sheep. These actions are both all in a day’s work 
and    allegorical:   Stan’s   life   is  haunted,   even 

   Clarence Brown 
The Yearling, 1964 
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deadened by the degradations of racism, of 
poverty, and of violence mirrored in the 
quotidian slaughter that employs him.[10] But, like 
the hunting scene in Rules of the Game, the 
slaughterhouse scenes also suture the film world 
to the world outside the film. Sanders may be 
acting when he plays the role of Stan, but he is 
engaging in slaughterhouse work, not a 
simulation of it when he ties up and stuns the 
sheep, which then bleeds to death on screen. 

A fourth type of animal death on film 
involves a faked death, embodied by an animal 
actor. Perhaps one of the most poignant scenes 
of this type is found at the end of Robert 
Bresson’s Au Hasard Balthazar (1966). After 
being separated from his kindly first owner, a girl 
named Maria, Balthazar suffers a lifetime of 
abuse and overwork that culminates in being 
shot and abandoned while carrying smugglers’ 
goods. (Maria also undergoes a series of 
humiliations.)[11]  When the donkey emerges from  

the forest, still laden with panniers, a close up 
shows blood seeping from a shoulder wound. A 
herd of sheep appear in the distance. In the next 
shot, he is lying down in the open field, 
surrounded by the herd, the bells they wear 
around their necks tinkling. One ear flops down, 
his eyes close, and his head sags toward his 
extended forelegs. The scene cuts to the herd, 
milling about, then pans to show that Balthazar 
has rolled over on his side. (The viewer does not 
actually see Balthazar lay down or roll over; 
presumably, his handler repositions him 
between shots.) The sheep move away from his 
body, the sound of their bells growing fainter. 
The film fades to black on one final image of the 
now lifeless donkey. As much as any human 
actor, Balthazar—or, rather, the donkey in the 
role of Balthazar—performs death without 
actually dying. 

Another example of the same technique 
appears at the end of a very different film, Turner 

   Roger Spottiwoode 
Turner & Hooch, 1989 
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and Hooch (1989) when Hooch (played by a 
Dogue de Bordeaux named Beasley) dies during 
emergency veterinary care after taking a bullet 
for his detective-owner Turner (Tom Hanks). 
Hooch’s eyelids flutter one last time, and then the 
dog lies stock still as both vet (Mare Winningham) 
and detective realize that he is too wounded to 
save. Similarly, in Babe (1995), the matriarchal 
ewe Maa, having been attacked by feral dogs, 
says a few final words to the film’s titular pig 
before resting her head on the ground and 
closing her eyes.[12] However, in these cases—
Balthazar, Hooch, Maa—however realistic, these 
animal deaths refute “extratextual knowledge” 
of suffering: cinematic story worlds remain intact. 
The donkey, the dog, and the ewe don’t die 
(unlike Topsy, unlike the rabbits in Rules of the 
Game or the sheep in Killer of Sheep). It’s only a 
movie. No animals were harmed. Not this time, 
anyway. 

But  what  if  the  animal  has  no  referent 

external to the film? What if no animals were 
filmed in the making of a film, and yet the screen 
teams with animal life—and death? In the other 
types of on-screen animal death I have 
discussed, death may be displayed, hidden, or 
play-acted. As Erica Fudge has suggested, “’No 
animals were harmed in the making of this film’ 
may soon become ‘no animals were used in the 
making of this film…rather like fake fur” (2002, 
88). So, what of digital deaths? It is, of course, 
good news that fewer animals may be exploited 
for moviemaking or any other purpose. But as 
Gary Walsh has pointed out, CGI animal 
substitutes and live animals are not entirely 
disentangled, on ethical, affective, or 
performative levels, thanks to “technologies 
which blur the line between real and virtual 
violence … [T]he divide between the virtual and 
the real has become increasingly hard to 
discern” (2014, 22-23). I may not be able to go 
quite    as   far    as    Walsh  —  I   am   not   entirely 

   Robert Bresson 
Au Hasard Balthazar, 1966 
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convinced that the live and the virtual 
are entirely “interchangeable” (23) so long as 
one is flesh and blood and the others, pixels, and 
fractals. But while a measured study of media 
effects is outside the scope of this essay, I do 
share his concerns about the impact of 
“dissociat[ive]” (22) aspects of moving-image 
violence (in Walsh’s study, videogames) on real 
world concepts of and behavior toward animal 
life. 

In a scene early in Darren 
Aronofsky’s Noah, Noah (Russell Crowe) gently 
scolds his son Ham for picking a small flower, 
establishing the character’s commitment to 
protecting the natural world. Then, hearing a 
wounded animal’s squeal, he turns to see the 
creature running at a distance that only hints at its 
chimeric oddity. The film cuts to a medium shot 
that shows the animal's body to be dog-like but 
covered in something like a pangolin’s scales. It  

stumbles and falls, snarling as Noah approaches. 
Calming, the animal allows Noah to touch its 
head. An extreme close-up takes the viewer to 
the wound that caused the animal to fall and will 
cause its death: a wooden spike has penetrated 
its furry belly, below its protective scales. Red-
black bloodstains fill a third of the screen. The 
animal rests its head on the ground and its sides 
heave as it expires. In another extreme close-up, 
Noah extracts the spike from the animal’s belly to 
use as a tool to defend himself against hunters 
seeking to recover the animal for meat. When 
they arrive, a fight breaks out, and Noah kills the 
hunters to avenge the animal’s death. Explaining 
that men are wrong to believe that meat-eating 
makes them strong, he and his sons cremate the 
animal ceremoniously. 

Aronofsky used wholly digitally rendered 
animals rather than live animals on set in part 
because  he  wanted  an  element of fantasticality, 

   Darren Aronofsky 
Noah, 2014 
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and in part to avoid animal exploitation. But what 
does the digital body afford, that the actual 
animal body does not? The gaping wound in the 
belly of the scaled dog is an act of Hollywood 
verisimilitude. It is rendered digitally here (as are 
thousands of other animals that eventually board 
Noah’s equally digital ark), the work of visual 
effects artists at Industrial Light & Magic. It could 
have been inflicted-by-simulation on the body of 
a live dog fitted with prosthetics and caked in 
fake blood. But if Jonathan Burt is right that 
“animals on screen…are seen as ‘real,’” (2014, 
11), a scene using a live dog would 
have interrupted the film. As Lippit wrote, 
regarding the slaughterhouse scene in Sergei 
Eisenstein’s Strike (1924), “animals are 
parergonal, never fully inside nor outside the 
diegesis but against, beside, and in addition to 
it” (2002, 14). The digital animal, in contrast, is a 
fully cinematic creation, nonparergonal, without 
referent,      beyond      the     “real.”     As     such, 

conventions of delimiting harm seem not to 
apply. 

A more prolonged scene of digital animal 
abuse occurs in the BBC series Torchwood, a Dr. 
Who spinoff. In the episode “Meat” (2008), a 
traffic accident involving a truck hauling 
unidentifiable meat draws the attention of the 
Torchwood Institute, which investigates 
extraterrestrial beings. While unable to identify 
the source of the flesh, they locate a warehouse 
where it is being processed. Inside the 
warehouse, a man scolds workers carrying slabs 
of meat into a storage facility that they should 
have “waited for the ketamine injection”; his 
concern is widely dismissed (that is, not only are 
these workers causing injury to an animal, they 
are doing so without anesthesia, thus knowingly 
causing more suffering). A still-unseen animal 
groans from another room. Displaying the 
heavily tethered creature for the first time, one of 
the  bad  guys  boasts,  “The  beauty of it is, it just  

   Colin Teague 
”Meat” Torchwood, 2008 
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keeps growing, no matter how much we cut it.” 
About the size of a blue whale, without visible 
limbs, its huge eye blinks at its on-looking 
exploiters. 

Learning about the creature from an 
associate who has infiltrated the warehouse, one 
of the alien hunters observes, “If we could figure 
out how it works, we could feed the world.” Her 
remark echoes, in some regard, the gloating 
butcher’s, even if hers is tempered by altruism 
and his by greed. But Torchwood’s leader 
Captain Harkness (John Barrowman) insists that 
the animal should be saved and returned to its 
own planet. Later, as Torchwood team enters the 
warehouse on a rescue mission, they observe a 
worker hacking meat from a wound in the animal 
large enough to walk into. While its captors see 
the animal as an oblivious, self-generating meat 
machine, a member of the Torchwood team 
declares it “sentient.” Harkness goes a step 
further, addressing it directly: “What have they 
done to you? What have they done to you, my 
poor friend?” The meat peddlers discover the 
interlopers, and a battle ensues. The creature 
breaks free of its tethers, and one of the 
Torchwood investigators injects it with a 
substance that he admits amounts to a “mercy 
killing.” He and other would-be rescuers huddle 
near the creature as if to comfort it as it closes its 
massive eye for the last time. 

      Impossibly large, purposefully unfamiliar, 
this creature is said to be of otherworldly origins, 
but it is almost entirely the work of VFX artists (with 
some constructed elements—mostly, the sliced 
meat—appearing in a few shots). No animal actor 
could have played this role. Unlashed from a “real 
world” referent, the extent of abuse inflicted on 
the animal appears unlimitable. It is butchered 
alive, moaning and groaning, from a gaping 
wound big enough to swallow a human whole. 
The animal suffers what might cannot be dubbed 
unimaginable cruelty, because the sad fact is that 
such cruelty is all too easily imagined, and 
rendered. 

Conclusion 

On screen and off, one animal’s death may be 
unlike any other’s. Nonfiction films may most 
matter-of-factly and explicitly document animal 
deaths stemming from interspecies predation or 
competition—as well as those animal deaths 
resulting from human action, in the 
slaughterhouse or on the hunt, or even, in 
spectacularized euthanasia, as in the execution of 
Topsy in Electrocuting an Elephant. In fictional 
films, animal deaths are treated in a variety of 
modes that deftly elide or delicately embody an 
animal’s final breaths. Many films look away from 
the deaths of sympathetic animal characters, with 
names and personalities, like the mother doe 
in Bambi, Flag in The Yearling, or the heroic dog 
in Old Yeller. 
          Elsewhere, as in Rules of the Game and Killer 
of Sheep, actual animals are shown dying in 
nonfiction footage incorporated into narrative, 
inserting the blunt fact of death as a kind of 
parergon referencing extra-diegetic life. If such 
scenes are disruptive, breaking borders between 
drama and documentary, between story world 
and real world, others strive to keep narrative 
intact, asking the animal actor to appear to feign 
death, like any human counterpart. The animals 
cast in the roles of the donkey Balthazar, and the 
detective’s canine sidekick Hooch, comply, 
prostrate, sighing, heavy-lidded. But then there 
are also the unreal animals. If the hard-scaled 
dog in Noah, and the regenerating extra-
terrestrial in Torchwood’s “Meat” episode, are 
any indication, the digital animal is a canvas for 
unspeakable agony, inviting an inquisitive gaze 
that seeks unforgettable gore. The most beastly 
desires prove, again and again, to be the 
province of the human. 
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Notes 

[1] I make no pretense of trying to survey animal films
comprehensively. Live action or animated, animal-centric or
only incidentally including animals, such productions are
simply too numerous to be contained in an article of any length.
Instead, I am including a selection of both classic and lesser-
known examples, acknowledging the invaluable standing
literature on these films.

[2] Lippit specifically labels the American Human
Association’s (AHA) “No Animals Were Harmed” credit—
awarded to productions the organization observes and
determines to meet standards of animal welfare—as a parergon,
but it is clear in the same essay that the animal itself can
function similarly (2002, 10, 14).

[3] According to Bill Westenhofer of the visual effects
company Rhythm & Hues, the film’s tiger (the character
Richard Parker) was “85 digital and 15 percent real” (“How
Much” 2013). A Hollywood Reporter investigation alleged that
a live tiger, trained by Michael Hackenberger, owner of the
Bowmanville Zoo, in Ontario, nearly drowned on set, and that
an AHA monitor covered up the incident (Baum 2013a).

[4] The AHA got involved in monitoring film sets in 1940, with
periods of greater and lesser access until its 1980 arrangement
with SAG. Film shoots outside the United States can invite (and
pay for) monitoring in order to obtain the “No Animals Were
Harmed” credit. Non-union productions (such as many reality
TV shows) are not obliged to have AHA observers on set.

[5] In addition to Life of Pi’s alleged tiger incident, and the
deaths of horses used in Luck, The Hollywood
Reporter enumerated dozens of animal deaths and injuries on
productions that were nonetheless awarded the American
Humane Association’s “No Animals Were Harmed” credit
(Baum 2013a). The AHA responded in a press release that
defended the organization on grounds that its jurisdiction is
limited to actual sets, not transport or holding facilities where
some of the casualties occurred—and boasted about a 2011-12
“program review” that brought about changes in staffing and
policies that would enhance their ability to prevent future losses
(“American Humane Association Responds” 2013). See also
Baum 2013b.

[6] It is unlikely that Edison was directly involved, although it
is known that he had electrocuted many animals  in the late
1880s, both in response to a request from the Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals to help devise a more humane
method of euthanasia than the then-common practice of
drowning, and in an attempt to prove that his rival George
Westinghouse’s alternating current system was more dangerous
than the direct current that Edison favored. But by 1903, Edison
had lost the “war of the currents”—and electrocution had been
adopted as means of performing human executions (Cartwright
195; Lippit 2002, 12-13; Daly 2013; Rutgers n.d.).

[7] In a previous publication, I wrote briefly about safari films
in early cinema (Chris 2006, esp. 11-24). Nonfiction hunting
films may no longer occupy a mainstream theatrical niche, but
they are commonplace enough that an annual Hunting Film
Tour was founded in 2013 as a source of “conservation minded,
fair chase films” (http://huntingfilmtour.com/about/, accessed
January 5, 2016). HuntChannelTV streams nonfiction hunting

and fishing programs via Roku, Amazon FireTV, and other 
devices; it is also available on Dish Network through a 
partnership with Sky Angel’s Christian channels 
(http://www.huntchannel.tv). 

[8] Mothers don’t stand a chance in many Disney films.
From Pinocchio (1940) to Little Mermaid (1989) Finding
Nemo (2003), human and animal mothers are often absent or
explicitly axed. Some animal fathers face similar trouble:
in The Lion King (1994), Mufasa is trampled to death after
saving his cub Simba from a wildebeest stampede; during a
storm in The Good Dinosaur (2015), Poppa pushes son Arlo to
safety but slips into a rapidly flooding river. The picture cuts to
black until the next scene rises on his fresh grave.

[9] Anthropologist Matt Cartmill describes how sport hunters
responded to the film, finding it an inaccurate rendering of both
hunting practices and hopelessly sentimental distortion of
animal behavior, and situating the film as an instrumental
influence on midcentury American attitudes, including a
growing revulsion at hunting, and nascent conservationism
(1993, 178-185).

[10] Sarah O’Brien (2015) writes vividly and originally about
human-animal relations in Killer of Sheep and examines the
standing literature on the film.

[11] While the film offers apparent analogy to the life and death
of Jesus Christ, some critics have understood the film as, at
least in part, about the suffering of the animal. See Hoberman
2003; Price 2011, esp. 80-93; Rives 2016.

[12] I can’t say with certainty whether this death is performed
by a live sheep, assisted in her last monologue by computer-
generated imagery by the company Rhythm & Hues—or if an
animatronic sheep is standing in for Maa. Hundreds of live
animals appeared in the film, with CGI enhancements when
they appear to speak; they were joined by
some verisimilitudinous remote-controlled puppets from Jim
Henson’s Creature Shop in London and John Cox’s Creature
Workshop in Australia.
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I decided to shoot a movie about one dog 
and I went to my screenwriter [Kata Wéber] 
and asked her, “Can you imagine creating a 
movie about one dog?” And she’s thinking 
and she said, “One dog? You need 
something else as well.”[i] 

Kornél Mundruczó on directing White God 

ecause I write a lot about dogs in film, 
literature, and popular culture, I took the first 
opportunity I could get to see the film White 

God (2015). The friends who went with me 
immediately wanted to know: what did I think of the 
film? My impulse was to turn the question back on the 
questioners: what do you think you’re supposed to 
think about the film? And why isn’t that a good 
enough answer?  

Some would say, what’s not to like 
about White God? It stages an animal revolution -- 
better yet, a revolt of mutts that starts in the dog 
pound and spills out onto the streets, all filmed 
without CGI, using 247 shelter dogs who were all later  

 

 

 

 

homed. It’s not just that no animals were harmed 
in the making of the film – even the snarly sounds for 
the dog-fighting scenes are recordings of human 
voice actors – but also that animals were actually 
helped into better lives as part of being in the film. 
So, what’s the problem? 

If you’ve seen it, then you’ll know that it can be 
hard to watch. Professional reviews of White God 
register some serious discomfort among its audience 
members, not least due to confusion about what it all 
means. Is the penultimate uprising metaphorical, like a 
canine Spartacus (1963)? Or is it just more evidence of 
the impossibility of animal revolutions, The Birds (1960) 
gone to the dogs? 

The more people write about it, the more 
they seem to reflect contradictory visions of the 
dogs’ revolution: either they see a metaphor of 
human failings, or a human fantasy of what could 
never happen in animal lives. Focusing on the 
refugee crisis escalating rapidly around the release of 
the film, some “compare the fear and hatred of stray 
dogs in the film to that of the mostly Muslim 
migrants [. . .] passing through Hungary” in recent 
years.[ii] Despite the film’s restriction of ethnic conflict to 
a handful of references to Roma as inferior to properly 
Hungarian   people,     the    title's    clear    referencing

B 

ONE OR SEVERAL DOGS? 

Viewers of White God register some serious discomfort among its audience members, not least due to confusion 
about what its penultimate canine uprising means. Is it metaphorical, like a canine Spartacus? Or is it just more 
evidence of the impossibility of animal revolutions, The Birds gone to the dogs? Through comparison with other 
non-CGI representations of dogs in film that resist easy separation of canine realities and human histories, this 
essay explores a third possibility, namely, that: that its powerful multitude, revealed as multispecies in the final 
scene, is instead a productive confusion meant to push visioning forward into more livable worlds for people 
and animals together.  
The full title of this essay is: ‘One or Several Dogs? Gathering Canine Stories and Filming Multispecies 
Multitudes in Contemporary Cinema’. 

Text by Susan McHugh 

118



of the 1982 film White Dog – and its premise 
that dogs can be trained to attack and kill just black 
people – for some viewers evokes ongoing 
concerns about dogs’ enlistments in human 
struggles with racism, however varied and 
ambiguous. For others who see the film’s animals 
more literally, the opening and concluding scenes 
taking place at a slaughterhouse reinforces a sense 
that, to paraphrase George Orwell, animals can 
never have a revolution. Though the dogs are alive by 
the film’s close, they see the dogs as ultimately 
doomed: “slaughter [. . .] will follow the visionary 
tableau with which White God ends.”[iii] 

My point is not that the uncertainty reflects 
negatively on the film. Quite the contrary, the 
discomfort about not knowing how to read the dogs’ 
revolt seems its greatest source of power, for it flags 
another sort of revolution regarding animals 
that is presently under way. Something akin to what 
Raymond Williams identified over fifty years ago is 
what draws many of us into human-animal studies. In 
Williams’s formulation, 

The antithesis of nature to the mind,  

“as object to subject,” we now know to 
be false, yet so much of our thinking is 
based on it that to grasp the substantial 
unity, the sense of a whole process, is 
to begin a long and difficult revolution 
in the mind.[iv]  

Broadening the familiar fronts – the industrial, 
democratic, and cultural revolutions defining collective 
life in recent centuries -- animal studies engages with 
the long and difficult upheaval, working toward 
alternatives captured in the mashup word 
“naturecultures” popularized by Donna Haraway.[v] that 
is, some of us are engaging in the struggle to think apart 
from the old humanistic hierarchical dualisms like body 
and mind, material and semiotic, and perhaps most 
importantly nature and culture, instead endeavoring to 
level thinking itself from within our shared conditions of 
entanglement with other forms of life. From this 
perspective, key details in White God and a few other 
contemporary dog films help to explain how filmmaking 
serves as a powerful tool for struggling against 
anthropocentric mentalities. 

Kornél Mundruczó  
White God, Russia, 2015 
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               This struggle is made manifest in White 
God through the film’s shifting focus from one to 
several dogs. Most of its screentime intercuts the 
stories of the girl Lili and her dog Hagen, separated 
when her father dumps the dog in fear of being 
charged for keeping a non-breed dog under laws that 
reflect actual legislation debated in the Hungarian 
parliament. A central canine character and onetime 
pet, Hagen – a character who is played by two dogs – 
changes within the story from picaresque protagonist 
to pack member, and a choice confronts viewers. Do 
we still see Hagen as the star, on par with the girl 
whose story shadows his? Or has the animal’s story 
never been his, or hers, but instead is the dog’s tale 
always inseparable from a larger narrative of so many 
other mongrels who, in the end, join Hagen to fight 
back against all together being demonized, being 
rounded up for mass execution in the kill shelter? 
Suggesting a concern with larger common 
denominators is at stake, at the end of White God -- 
again at the same slaughterhouse where it begins – 
Lili, her father, and Hagen meet again, and the 
people’s lying down in a gesture of abasement 
triggers a detente, with all of the dogs following suit. 
The rivalry or revenge plot at once fizzles out and 
makes way for a different kind of story of human and 
animal life as interlinked.  

As a medium in which animal characters like 
Hagen are routinely portrayed by more than one 
actor, film presents unique opportunities for exploring 
narratives of cross-species entanglement. At the 
production level alone, the collective labor of filming, 
editing, even training endangers the fiction of a single 
animal character defined by psychological interiority. 
As Jonathan Burt argues, live animals in film operate 
as visual surfaces in resistance to projections of depth, 
which is what makes them so useful for seeing how 
animal agency operates quite apart from the humanist 
ideal of subjectivity.[vi] Yet they aren’t often seen that 
way, and I venture further that getting there involves 
visualizing masses of live animals like White God’s 
concluding dog mob, a spectacle premised on the 
movement of Hagen as an individuated subject 
toward another order of social agency in which he 
becomes inextricable from the canine population.  

The questions of power entangled in these options 
are what I want to pursue here, and in terms of filming 
multispecies multitudes.  

Multitude: it’s a concept that has a long 
political history of signifying a mass of people sharing 
only the bare facts of their existence, which in recent 
critiques of globalization presents a uniquely 
untethered source of strength by theorists like Michael 
Hardt and Antonio Negri, who identify in such a 
formation the capacity to assert their own constituent 
projects quite apart from social contracts with 
sovereign political bodies.[vii] Multitude is a difficult 
enough concept to apply to people, so my extending 
it to situations where people become one among 
many interdependent species is risky. But it is also 
incredibly necessary for thinking through the critique 
of exterminationist politics that director 
Kornél Mundruczó and some other contemporary 
filmmakers are pursuing by imaging humans in 
entanglements with dog packs.  

With dogs, such a vision helps to locate where 
fantasies and histories of slaughter meet, as I’ll try to 
explain by drawing comparisons with two more 
contemporary films that more deliberately link dogs to 
mass killings, in this case, to acts that occurred on a 
different continent in the second half of the twentieth 
century. Both films -- The Last Dogs of Winter (2011) 
and Qimmit: A Clash of Two Truths (2010) – like White 
God do not use CGI to tell a tale that concerns dog 
death on a massive scale. But these two take off from 
the bare fact that thousands of Inuit sled dogs died in 
the Canadian Arctic between the 1950s and the 
1970s. In the local Inuit language of Inuktitut, the 
traditional Inuit sled dogs – incidentally a group that 
has been identified genetically as New World dogs – 
are called qimmiit. Qimmijaqtauniq literally means 
“many dogs (or dog teams) being taken away or 
killed,” and is frequently translated today as the 
Mountie Sled Dog Massacre, or more simply the 
dog slaughter. [viii] It is a history that remains largely 
unknown, especially outside Canada, and recovering 
it is a process that has become inseparable from the 
recent documentation of cultural genocides of First 
Nations Peoples in Canada.[ix] 

What    everyone    seems    to  agree   is   that  
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many qimmit died from epidemics of rabies, 
distemper, and other diseases that traveled along with 
Old World dogs and people into the region, and still 
more local dogs were violently dispatched, often by 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police officers and other 
government officials, who shot dogs according to 
policies that were created with no Inuit input. The 
film Qimmit in part documents how a grassroots 
effort, the Qikiqtani Truth Commission (QTC), 
collected and analyzed testimonies to conclude that 
the killings all too often happened with little warning 
or explanation, and that the loss of their dogs meant 
that once-independent hunters were reduced to lives 
of dependency and menial service in settlements in 
which they were effectively imprisoned. Immobilized 
and unable to provide for themselves anymore, Inuit 
also felt silenced by a combination of fear of reprisals 
as well as grief for dogs whose identities were 
intimately intertwined with their own. 

Like the nation-wide Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada that stemmed directly from its 
work, the QTC has gathered evidence of children 
being taken from families, Native language 
eradication through national-funded schools, and 
other clear evidence of cultural genocide according to 
the United Nations’ definition of the term. Notably, 
the QTC’s unique focus on the dog slaughter opens a 
distinct and under-studied dimension of 
exterminationist politics. As Anat Pick identifies in the 
context of Europe, holocausts concern not simply 
“crimes against humanity” but a more “fundamental 
unraveling of the human” from humanist ideals, in her 
terms, a stripping down to “creaturely fellowship 
grounded in the vulnerability of living bodies.”[x] I 
would add that something even more complex 
comes undone in human-qimmit fellowship, for that 
which was once was a source of cultural strength 
becomes also a point of weakness or vulnerability with 
the dog slaughter.  Filming the dogs and the people 
who live with them today thus concerns the unraveling 
of a distinct ideal of the human together with the 
canine, a once-resilient cross-species relationship 
rendered vulnerable only through Euro-Canadians’ 
often violent impositions of the very terms of 
creaturely   fellowship   in   lieu   of    what   I’d  like   to  

characterize instead as critterly partnerships. 
Albeit in different ways, the two films illustrate 

the “two truths,” respectively, of colonizer and 
colonized about what exactly happened. But a shared 
sense of uneasiness around representations that are 
violating a dog, a kind of dog, and a population of 
dogs – more specifically, images that deconstruct an 
animal variously perceived as a human ego-
projection, a cultural symbol, a demonic multiplicity, 
and all three at once – makes these particular dog 
films at once so difficult and so necessary to watch. 
What is more, paying attention between the two that 
are focused on qimmiit calls attention not only to 
differences in content or perspective but also to some 
surprising formal continuities, which in turn help to 
explain the halting emergence of multispecies 
multitudes in film. 

First it might be helpful to ponder: why are 
dogs so useful for this process, anyway? And why has 
it  taken  over  a  century of cinema to get there? As an  
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experiment, try googling “one or several wolves.” I 
suspect that you’ll continue to get a string of 
references to the subtitle of Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari’s chapter in A Thousand Plateaus,[xi] a chapter 
and book touted as wild, edgy, even “the most 
groundbreaking philosophy of the twentieth 
century.”[xii]  

Now do another search for “one or several 
dogs,” and what turns up?  Usually a string of 
questions arises, often about multiple dogs in your 
home, like: What is the right number for you? Is it 
better to have two dogs? Or are they too many dogs? 
How many is too many? In this case, cross-species 
uncertainties are unleashed with the prospect of 
multiplicity. 

The difference also flags changing views. 
Deleuze and Guattari aimed for contrast: a dog is an 
Oedipal animal, an ego-projection, a shadow of a 
human individual, in contrast to which wolves embody 
a multiplicity that resists individuation: “you can’t be 
one wolf, you’re always eight or nine, six or 
seven,”[xiii] in other words, an irreducible pack. Nearly 
forty years later, the search-engine experiments raise 
a more complex specter of canid packs. Their 
tantalizingly “demonic multiplicity” envisioned in 
lupine form is giving way on the homefront to the 
demonization of multispecies multiplicity – too many 
dogs not just in general but for you to live with 
in particular. No longer just an animal problem or 
problem animal, but an irreducibly human-animal 
problem, canis familiaris has become in scientific 
nomenclature canis lupus familiaris, in a fraught 
mutation that in the main may be less visible through 
comparison of wolves and dogs in film.  

In the visual metaphors of cinema, the old 
ways linger, as wolves signal what is dangerous, 
contagious, sexy -- teenaged werewolves, Jacob’s 
pack in the Twilight series. In pointed contrast, dogs 
are ordinary, sentimental, embarrassing, all about the 
character, not even so much Disney’s Pluto as Goofy. 
Or so we think we’re supposed to think.  

The omnipresence of dogs elaborated in 
recent histories of photography and film provides a 
good reminder that the recognizable breed-dog stars 
of blockbusters like Legally Blonde (2001) and big-
budget  CGI  productions  like  Marmaduke (2010) do  

not arise sui generis, and actually limit how we see 
dogs in film. With Marmaduke in mind, Michael 
Lawrence argues that the “composite creatures” of 
digital cinema extend practices of manipulating the 
exceptional plasticity of canine morphology into 
breeds, and, if he’s right that “particular kinds of 
performance [...] reveal [...] repressed histories,”[xiv] then 
it is possible that other ways of filming the 
fundamentally unstable figures now 
called canis lupus familiaris bring long-simmering, 
deeply entangled, human-animal potentialities to the 
surface.   

After all, dogs are not tamed wolves, contrary 
to popular fantasies that somehow never stray far from 
racism. All the evidence instead indicates that dogs 
are not descended of extant wolves but rather 
became caught with them in multispecies 
entanglements; “descent” in their case is messed up 
by dogs’ capacity to produce fertile offspring with 
members of other canid species, not just gray wolves 
but also simian jackals and coyotes; and therefore they 
embody the fuzzy lines around our concept of species.

Even distinguishing wild from domestic dogs 
signals how our sense of culture remains, well, 
dogged by archaeological evidence that locates them 
at nearly all sites of earliest human settlement, and 
continuously with us ever after. Without dogs, have we 
ever been human?[xv] 

Their omnipresence within our history means 
that even our prehistory is enlightened by looking at 
them. One of the most intriguing recent finds in canine 
mitochondrial DNA research is a marker specific to 
some North and South American dogs, which 
indicates early migrations of as well as with humans 
across the Bering Strait.[xvi]  One kind of New World 
dog identified by the study is Inuit sled dogs, the very 
dogs who are at the center of the Mountie Sled Dog 
Massacre, and again it is their troubled recent history 
and uncertain future that is the subject of two recent 
but very different films. Through figurations as well as 
failures to figure the very particular ways in which 
people lived off the land and sea for millennia only 
through a special cross-species partnership with dog 
packs, the films illustrate how imaging several dogs 
not working for individuals but rather at the center 
of naturecultural communities  are  the stakes of filmic  
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multispecies multitudes. 
Released in 2010, Qimmit: A Clash of Two 

Truths opens with what is carefully explained as an 
ongoing practice, and one that traditionally is central 
to the lifeways of Inuit together with dogs. As part of 
achieving the uniquely shared human-canine 
relationship captured in the Inuktitut term qimutsiit, 
which refers to sled dogs and people as an irreducible 
team, they must be loosed from harnesses and 
allowed to sort themselves out among themselves, as 
well as with people and other animals. Qimmit 
historically have been uniquely semi-feral working 
animals – let your mind try to bend around that 
concept -- left to fend for themselves between 
seasonal tasks like hauling in winter and portage in 
summer, fed as adults typically only ever by the 
people who had hand-raised them and to whom they 
consequently became intensely bonded. As he works 
together with another person to feed them in the old 
way in the film’s opening sequence, their Inuk musher 
– who is also the film’s co-director (with Ole Gjerstad) 
Joelie Sanguya – explains that such care is essential to
the team’s cohesion, both to ensure their immediate 
survival as a human-canine working group on the
open sea ice, and traditionally to build their long-term
resiliency as semi-nomadic cohabitating critters.

If that’s the case, then how were they made 
vulnerable? The mystery of the dogs’ diminishment in 
the film’s terms from “many thousand to a few 
hundred” in a short period of time -- by most 
estimates, from twenty thousand to nine hundred in 
twenty years – is what makes “many Inuit believe that 
their dogs were deliberately killed.” Investigations of 
what happened even through the QTC have 
identified no intentional government plan to remove 
dogs from daily Inuit life – spoiler alert: no smoking 
gun is revealed -- and the video testimonies compiled 
by the QTC and woven into the film expose instead 
never-before-recorded instances of cultural genocide.

What happened to the dogs proves much 
more difficult to say. Finger-pointing happens in the 
testimonies, but there are no easy answers.  Before the 
opening credits roll, select previews of the stories that 
are featured clarify that the film attempts a balance of 
perspectives on what exactly happened, with clips of 
other Inuit and qallunaat (white folks) voicing the “two  

truths” of the subtitle. Representations of dogs 
in Qimmit: A Clash of Two Truths offer more than just 
a stylistic contrast with its typical talking-heads-style 
documentary presentation of people telling their 
stories.  

Throughout we see different people 
struggling to share their experiences of the time of the 
dog slaughter. They are frequently shown to be 
prompted to tell their stories by interlocutors, 
sometimes as official QTC testimony and sometimes 
in more casual settings, but more often than not 
provoked by questioners to provide further details 
and analysis of what are very obviously difficult 
memories of “loss, shame, and puzzlement.”[xvii] Real-
time footage of the speakers is intercut with old 
photographs as well as with re-enactment sequences 
featuring dogs.  The overall effects of this approach 
include ensuring that no one person dominates the 
narrative, and that, alongside survivors, the long-gone 
dogs and people whose stories they tell become 
materially present, if also ghostly presences within the 
story.  

Voiced-over by people’s recollections of 
shootings, dogs are shown trying to slink away, or 
cowering before their shooters. When depicted as 
dead, their tongues roll out of their mouths, and it 
becomes easy to see why the filmmakers preface the 
film with the prominent statement that no dogs were 
harmed in the making of the film (whatever that might 
mean in this context). But it is also important to note 
that lamenting the ghost dog is not the point, nor are 
qimmiit celebrated as demonic or menacing figures of 
multiplicity. In the main, Inuit describe specific dog 
teams as having been with them as co-protagonists 
in shared family histories. Following Inuit customs, 
they are never named publicly as individuals but 
instead lovingly described as highly localized 
collectives working with human family and friend 
groups to make lives together.  

The dog sequences underscore this point 
because they are often visual reenactments of deeply 
shared losses that announce themselves as such 
through the cut from full-color present-day 
documentary footage to a past signaled with black-
and-white images that feature feathered edging. 
Subtitle    translations    are    included   if   people   are  
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speaking Inuktitut, and clarify that the shooting of the 
dogs that we see reenacted meant a loss never simply 
of a pet or a working animal, but of relations built on 
trust with dogs who had to be constant companions 
within human families in order for them all to be able 
to subsist from hunting. The contrasts of audio 
testimony of love for qimmiit and visual presentations 
of violence committed against these dogs is one of 
the most powerful ways with which the film confronts 
viewers not simply with the difference between the 
two truths, but also the struggle to articulate 
alternatives to the present. 

While uniformed white men figure largely as 
the shooters in these stories, the most poignant 
examples do not necessarily divide people along 
obvious racial or colonial lines. A central sequence 
involves multiple Inuit witnesses to the same scene 
and intercuts their individual testimonies, old 
snapshots, and reenactments. Only this time, fictional 
sequences of younger versions of the people are 
contrasted with current footage of the same people 
going back to reconstruct what happened to their 
small group of families when staying at a seasonal 
camp. Just children at the time of the incident, they 
return to the scene of the crime to talk together as 
adults about how one of them was effectively 
deputized by a white man and ordered to shoot 
multiple families’ dogs while their adult relatives were 
away from camp. Confusion and hurt is everywhere, 
among adults who are all weeping, in the faces of the 
child-actors portraying them, and in the faces and 
bodily gestures of the dogs portraying the lost qimmit, 
who alternately submit to and flee from the gunman. 
All make painfully aware that this episode marked 
their families’ descent from poverty to destitution. 
Blinking back tears as he explains that he does not 
know how to seek justice, one summarizes: “I 
think, ‘Those goddamn people did it.’”

Shown some of these video testimonies, a 
white guy who is a former mayor of a large settlement 
proclaims, “I have never heard such crap in my life.” 
The white man’s angry tone and defensive body 
language mirrors that of many of the other retired 
government officials whose stories balance the film’s 
overall take on the dog slaughter. But this one goes 
on   to   speak  to  the  difficulties  of  regulating  a fast- 

 

 

                                                                                  
growing settlement, where qualities guaranteed to 
make qimmit excellent company in open bear country 
prove impossible to reconcile with city living – such as 
being large dogs, extremely active as well as highly 
reactive to any stimuli, intensely social with their own 
pack and people, although aloof with and 
occasionally hostile to outsiders, and always intensely 
locked on to any opportunity to eat. 

Illustrating the risks of living together with 
another species and how they were compounded 
through colonization, he goes on to tell the tragedy of 
an Inuk child being killed and partially eaten by free-
ranging dogs in his own community, and the 
subsequent problems of enacting and enforcing 
colonial rules that dogs must be tied. It is not just that 
people were reluctant to do so because tying limits 
dogs’ performance, even making them more 
aggressive. Qimmit notoriously chew through 
everything but metal, and chains were expensive and 
in short supply. Perhaps worst of all, as several other 
speakers in the film explain, even if the rules were 
followed their dogs were shot in chains or harness 
anyway by officials who were never held accountable. 
So the story of the unnamed child killed by dogs is 
moved beyond metaphorical comparison, and put 
back in context together with the once massive 
presence of dogs now become a ghost pack. 

A startlingly different story of the same kind of 
dogs, The Last Dogs of Winter at face value does not 
seem to be engaging with the same history. 
Attempting to tell the story of qimmiit today, the film 
insists against the evidence that these dogs are one 
small breeder’s colony away from doom.  If you look 
at cute wild animal pics that go viral – and who 
doesn’t? – then the film’s central images 
of qimmiit interacting with polar bears might ring a 
bell. What might not be so apparent is their unusual 
media history.  

In 1991, German wildlife photographer 
Norbert Rosing traveled to Churchill, Manitoba to get 
better shots of this strange phenomenon: polar bears 
and sled dogs apparently electing to play with each 
other. When Rosing’s images were published as 
illustrations to Stuart Brown’s 1994 National 
Geographic article “Animals at Play,” the 
photographer  was   instantly   vilified   by  readers who  
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believed that what they were seeing was instead a set-
up: chained dogs used as the bear photographer’s 
bait. Rosing says he quickly put the photos in a drawer, 
and figured he’d never sell another one. Flash forward 
thirteen years to 2007, when the photographer speaks 
of the images in an interview and they experience a 
new and unequivocally positive viral afterlife on the 
internet – the same exact images, only a 180-degree 
difference in audience reactions.[xviii] 

So, what happened? Journalist John 
Mooallem relays the story only adding a predictable 
moral: wild animals are blank slates for human 
projection, polar bears have become severely 
endangered by climate change, so the fearsome 
becomes pathetic.[xix] But none of this explains what 
the dogs have to do with it. 

Without referencing the photo controversy, The Last 
Dogs of Winter takes us back into the scene in 
Churchill, only in a way that makes it is impossible to 
ignore the dogs.  In the words of the film’s true 
subject who is also the dogs’ owner, Brian Ladoon, 
what you are looking at in such images “is two 
endangered species, not one.” Wait, you think. Polar 
bears are the poster children of anthropogenic 
extinction, ok, but Ladoon is making a really weird 
claim about his dogs as not simply a distinct breed, 
but as a separate and severely endangered species.   

How they came to be seen this way is again a 
controversy unto itself. Taking a distinctly un-politically-
correct tack, Ladoon’s consistent use of the unfortunate 
Canadian Kennel Club breed name for qimmiit, 
“Canadian    Eskimo    dogs”    along   with   the   plainly 

Robert Krulwich 
Polar Bear Flip Flop, from the NPR website. 
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offensive term “Eskimo” to refer to Inuit indicate some 
of some of the ugly politics informing the restriction of 
rhetorics of endangerment to animals in this context. In 
The Last Dogs of Winter, no one self-identifies as 
Indigenous, and the only Inuit who are referenced are 
somehow all long gone, or worse: “By the 1970s,” Inuit 
had, in the film’s narration, “abandoned their dogs,” 
who thereby became the central white man’s burden. 
Perhaps because of this racist premise, the story often 
doesn’t make a whole lot of sense: why does Ladoon 
endanger his property, whom he believes to be the last 
of their kind of dog, by encouraging contact with polar 
bears? 

The Last Dogs of Winter clarifies only that 
Ladoon’s answers are out there –  director Costa Botes 
fondly refers to Ladoon as a “passionate and 
persistent nut-job[…]”[xx] –  and suggest an argument 
for another essay about the cinematic allure of 
mansplaining bear-love like Grizzly Man, with Ladoon’s 
twist being to intertwine bear- with dog-love. Calling it 
“natural” for these “social creatures” to interact, again 
despite the evidence that it was never before seen, 
Ladoon chains qimmiit in the pathways of migrating 
polar bears, all of whom are far outnumbered by the 
thousands of tourists who flock to see them every fall.  
A popular photo-op in the Churchill landscape, where 
polar bear spotting has become a multi-million-dollar 
industry, Ladoon’s dogs appear to be far more than the 
last vestiges of pre-modern life in the Arctic. Noting 
that they are not racing sled dogs but rather expedition 
dogs, “the ultimate sled dog” for survival off the land 
and ice, Ladoon laments that they are “probably not 
needed anymore.” Not needed by whom or for whom 
are not questions that the film entertains.  

It’s easy to map colonized/ colonizer, even 
insider/ outsider perspectives across the two films – 
Qimmit was co-directed by Sanguya, who is Inuit, while 
The Last Dogs of Winter’s entire production team are 
New Zealanders, all apparently qallunaat like Ladoon – 
but again some formal continuities between the two 
may be more intriguing to ponder.

Only one of Ladoon’s dogs is introduced by a 
name, and it is also a number – more precisely, the 
number of her littermates whom a bear ate in front of 
her as a pup while she alone miraculously survived.  

The quick, sparse, and characterless telling of her story 
invites immediate comparison with another told by a 
different qallunaat, the one who says so memorably 
in Qimmit: A Clash of Two Truths and in denial of the 
Sled Dog Massacre, “I’ve never heard such crap in my 
life.” A former settlement mayor, he claims that the 
only dog he knew to have been shot by a trigger-
happy government official was his own 
Newfoundland dog. His dog is likewise the only dog 
with a name in the film and not a working dog but a 
pet. Additionally, he is the only one mourned as an 
individual, even a local celebrity commemorated in a 
poem presented as published in the local newspaper. 
That the pet is named Dog ironically works like the 
numbered pup in The Last Dogs of Winter to reinforce 
a sense of the overarching story as always about one 
of several dogs who lived and died inseparably from 
others of their own kind as well as humans.

Although it would be easy to compare The 
Last Dogs of Winter unfavorably against Qimmit, my 
purpose in reading them together alongside White 
God is to chart a naturecultural movement in canine 
cinematic representation. With these films, could we 
get any further from Legally Blonde’s Bruiser or 
Marmaduke, Lassie or Lady and The Tramp? 
Revolutionary as filming canine subjects as multitudes 
might be, White God’s canine revolt is generally 
dismissed as fantasy. But do we have to see it that 
way? 

It depends on whether and how you see one or 
several dogs in these stories. Colin Dayan in The Law 
Is a White Dog offers a different take: 

Inhabiting this intermediate space 
between person and property, 
between the most loved and the most 
disdained, the dog exists nowhere in 
itself. In the law this seeming paradox 
becomes the working definition of dog: 
so empty of substance that it can accrue 
to itself all kinds of properties, no 
matter that they are paradoxical...The 
flesh-and-blood dog that cares, suffers, 
reacts, and remembers no longer 
exists.[xxi] 
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Dayan is concerned with the legal problem that the 
reductive construction of “the dog” – rather like 
Jacques Derrida’s “the animal” – remains insufficient.

While I see her point, the broader cultural 
challenge launched by all three of the films that I have 
discussed here, albeit again in their different ways, is 
how dogs have always enabled us to envision – and 
live – alternatives, and in the case of Inuit sled dogs 
more specifically to pursue material alternatives to 
capitalist exploitation of natural resources. Together 
these tales hinge on the dissolution of a lone 
character, whether pet or protagonist or minor 
character, into a pack that itself is shaped by 
irreducibly human-animal relationships.  In this 
emergent cinematic vision, the presence of dogs en 
masse becomes haunting because it is framed in the 
context of mass killings and cultural genocide, 
bringing into the picture the absence of so many who 
are dead, and more. It suggests some larger 
questions about the possibilities for filming 
multispecies multitudes, such as: how do dogs on film 
reveal the intersections of political and aesthetic 
agency? How does melting the story of one into a 
collective narrative alter our sense of individuals as the 
proper or even only unit of representation? And how 
do we train ourselves to see one in several dogs? In 
this sense, the films that more explicitly reference the 
historical details of the Mountie Sled Dog Massacre 
may have the edge. 

During the same period that philosophers 
Deleuze and Guattari first touted the potentials for 
people becoming-animal with a nonhuman demonic 
multiplicity to topple the psychic subject of capitalism, 
Inuit people living along with their packs of sled dogs 
appear to have been similarly identified with danger 
by the agents of expanding market forces, only in their 
case such associations largely led to separation and 
consequent victimization by the state, whether in the 
name of becoming enfranchised voters or immunized 
animals.[xxii] Contemporary poststructuralist 
philosophy’s ongoing celebrations of multispecies life 
as radically cosmopolitan agency forms may attempt 
to unsettle the dominion of the humanist subject, but 
the Inuit perspectives relayed in Qimmit: A Clash of 
Two Truths and repressed or suppressed in The Last 
Dogs of Winter sketch instead an inverse trajectory, in  

which having become who they were through 
working partnerships with dogs actually set them up 
for exploitation as cheap labor once those ties were 
severed in settlements, and then subjected to 
attempts to eradicate them from human memory, at 
least, as some tell it there.  Recovering the details of 
why and how great quantities of these dogs died 
therefore entails telling a story that is premised on 
different possibilities of human-animal relating. 

White God may be a stretch to speak of in this 
context, except that its references to the precarious 
histories of Romany people subtly but surely link the 
film’s story of wiping out street dogs in twenty-first 
century Budapest to Hungary’s role in the Nazi 
holocaust and other systematic persecutions of 
people. The film’s director invites such connections as 
he describes the origins of the project. 

Actually, it really started in a pound. 
When I went there, I was really 
personally touched by what I found 
there. But almost in the same moment, 
I thought that this is really a metaphor 
of our society. I really reflected on my 
time in Budapest and criticizing myself 
as well – I felt such shame. I am also 
part of the business, even if I’ve never 
faced these problems as a majority.[xxiii] 

Pondering the racist intent of proposed (and 
fortunately eventually failed) legislation to tax owners 
of non-breed dogs there, he suggests that the film’s 
representation of the canine revolt is never finally a 
metaphor or a folly. And so, I conclude with a third 
possibility: that its powerful multitude, revealed as 
multispecies in the final scene, is instead a productive 
confusion meant to push visioning forward into more 
livable worlds for people and animals together. 
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t is an increasingly constitutive claim of 
methodologies in the humanities that human 
intelligence and agency do not proceed 

spontaneously from isolated individuals. To reference 
a well-known figure, agency and cognition are 
“distributed” in networks of actors, objects, and 
media through which human identity is, with Bruno 
Latour, “post-established.” The individual is a nodal 
point or embedded actor – not bereft of responsibility 
or agency but situated in contexts of information the 
precise parameters of which are difficult to determine. 
Strength is borrowed, not self-exerted. The privileged 
rhetorical figure for distributed action, metonymy, 
sustains theoretical models of agential connectivity 
that implicate human beings in nonhuman spheres of 
influence.  Environmental patterns, technological and 
media landscapes, and human institutions are no less 
real and active than their supposed autonomous 
users. Everything is a medium: a more or less capable 
receiver, translator, and transmitter of forces and 
information.  

Concurrently, it seems an inescapable 
conclusion that over the last thirty years or so, we have  

 
 

 
 
 

 

witnessed a staggering intensification of global 
economic inequality. The separation between a 
transnational economic elite and more-or-less destitute 
regionalisms is stark, with global wealth now 
concentrated in the hands of a very few. Discourses of 
security and retreat have predictably flourished in 
response to economic vulnerability, though not always 
with the intent of healing economic woes. Multiple 
narratives of entrenchment prevail as platforms hailing 
economic protectionism have shaded into 
nationalisms, populisms, and racialisms. In brief, 
claimants for a sense of identity uncontaminated by 
external forces have advocated for positions of “ethnic” 
withdrawal over and against economic globalization 
and any ethics of cosmopolitanism.  In opposition to 
the “distribution” model of interconnectedness, to the 
borrowed strengths of hybridity or miscegenation, the 
new politics of purity relies on the well-worn figure of 
lost origins, a figure that subtends the conscious 
“awakening” to one’s estrangement from a primordial 
identity, and that thus serves as a rallying cry for 
“recovering” what was once properly one’s own.  

Security   for   the   elite,  however, seems of a  

I 

THE SOVEREIGN’S MULTIPLE BODY 

An interpretation of Claire Denis’ The Intruder (2004), this paper examines the concept of sovereignty as the 
withdrawal of one’s “life” from its distribution in networks of fellow agents, actors, and media. Denis’ depiction 
of the mutual dependencies among living creatures, including the mutual – if at time disavowed – dependencies 
between the human and the animal, provokes an ethical question: how can one live while living least at the 
expense of others, including our animal others?  
The full title of this essay is: ‘The Sovereign’s Multiple Body: Annexing and Abandoning the Lives of Others in
Claire Denis’ The Intruder’. 

Text by Anthony Abiragi 

131



different orderless "spiritual." Territorial segregation, 
banking protections, information accessibility: 
measures eminently designed to protect the material 
goods of body and wealth. There is little in common 
here with the myths of restoration, as little in common 
as shared wealth between capital and labor.   

With remarkable cinematic economy, Claire 
Denis’ The Intruder (2004) recounts the fate of one 
such elite, Louis Trebor (Michel Subor) – a well-off man 
who, initially guarding his idyllic autonomy in the Jura 
region of France, must turn to the shadowy world of 
illegal organ transplants in order to replace his failing 
heart. The fracturing of Trebor’s rural isolation reveals 
a series of distanced if not disavowed economic 
interconnections, social dependencies, and familial 
obligations that will return to the fore as he attempts 
to heal his body. The repressed past materializes in 
the form of familial debts that Trebor feels obliged to 
pay off, but, crucially, not before incurring a debt that 
will admit no restitution.  In retrospect, the spectator 
learns that the sovereign isolation of Louis Trebor – his 
desire to relive a twenty-first century phantasm of 
“Rousseauian” solitude – was never so pure or so 
disentangled of other lives. The man who will need a 
new heart was already in many ways dependent upon 
a series of foreign “organs” in order to maintain his 
isolation from the world. The dialectic of distribution 
and retreat does not, here, so neatly delineate the 
native from the foreign, the proper from the improper. 
Trebor’s sovereign withdrawal, in brief, was itself a 
configuration of dependencies. 

Crucially, his isolation benefits from a series of 
strategic alliances, notably with a pair of loving dogs 
who double as his protectors. Trebor’s relation with his 
dogs does not survive his departure from France and, 
in the essay that follows, I will argue that his 
abandonment of his dogs to “nature,” indeed to 
“their” nature, should not obfuscate his prior 
instrumentalization of animal life in the name of 
personal security. A film about borrowed life, human 
and animal, The Intruder is an interrogation of the 
ethical consequences entailed in the decision to 
elevate one’s “own” above that of others. The 
consequences cannot but be of vital order if it is true 
that the body of Trebor stops not at the edge of his 
skin, but extends outward in an alignment of multiple  

“organs”: the biological organs of others as well as 
technical and institutional “organs.”  He is, after all, a 
Russian retired in France, with familial ties in Tahiti and 
economic ties in Korea. Now older, he lives – in a 
mythic gesture of self-reliance – from the indigenous 
mushrooms culled on his territory. His geographic 
isolation shades into a steely paranoia as he is wary of 
illegal immigrants and/or refugees passing through 
his retreat. One such passer-through meets his end at 
the hands of Trebor – a thought that leads to my 
central thesis. Because one’s life is always already 
distributed through the living capacities of others, 
there is no bid for territorial or economic isolation, 
indeed for personal salvation, that does not entail the 
potential recourse to sovereignty, understood in the 
classic sense as the right to exercise death over others. 
The syphoning of vital resources for oneself entails the 
at times mortal harm to the distributed dependencies 
through which one’s life and the lives of other are held 
together. The price he will pay for murdering others, 
unwittingly receiving the heart of his estranged son, 
positions Denis’ Intruder as a critique of such 
sovereignty.  

* *  *

Denis’ film takes as its point of inspiration Jean-Luc 
Nancy’s dazzling reflection on his heart transplant, a 
short essay equally entitled L’Intrus. (Nancy 2008)  The 
essay unfolds as a series of repeated reflections on an 
“old” question: who is this speaking “I” (this 
enunciating subject, ce sujet de l’énonciation) that 
never quite identifies with the spoken subject (the 
subject of enunciation, le sujet de l’énoncé)?  The 
irreconcilability between self and self, between “me 
and myself,” as Nancy writes, is the dominant figure of 
the essay. The speaking “I” becomes ever self-
estranged as it is “spoken” not only by language, as it 
were, but by a vast medical apparatus attending to a 
proliferation of illnesses resulting from his heart 
transplant.    

Though I do not intend to privilege Nancy’s 
piece in my interpretation of Denis’ film, I would like to 
reconstruct two broad lines of argument from his 
reflection and, in a later moment, set them in dialogue 
with a related philosophical interpretation of the film.  
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Three points to be made in my initial reconstruction: 
first, in contrast to a commonsense understanding of 
the term, Nancy’s intruder – his “rusty, tight, blocked” 
heart (Nancy 2008, 163) – does not arrive from the 
outside; it is an inward stranger.  Secondly, its arrival is 
one of surprise: “unexpected,” “unwelcome,” 
forcefully self-declared without “right.” (Nancy 2008, 
161) Any anticipation or pre-authorized entry, Nancy 
argues, would have negated the strangeness of the
intrusion. Third, it is an event in the distinct 
philosophical sense that its arrival is never over and
done with: the intruder “continues to come, and his
coming does not stop intruding in some way.” (Nancy 
2008, 161) The intruder is inward, surprising, without
end – which leads to the dominant thought of my
second argumentative reconstruction: the ceaseless 
arrival of the intruder marks an “incurable” opening or 
exposition to external forces that do not reconcile
Nancy with himself, so much as they intensify the 
experience of expropriation. This second
reconstruction consists of five points. 

In language reminiscent of the broken tool 
analysis in Being and Time, Nancy describes his illness 
as a passage from physiological “immersion” to that 
of clinical “detachment”: a “defection” in the form of 
a failing heart has “separated” Nancy from the 
“nothing” of ordinary physiological health, and it is 
this breach in the network of intraoperative organs 
that now necessitates self-reflection.  (Nancy 2008, 
163) “Suddenly watching [himself],” Nancy asks: 
“How do you become a representation to yourself? 
And a montage of functions?” (Nancy 2008, 163) This
question, which turns on the theoretical demand of 
apprehending oneself from the outside, leads to a
second point. As a proposed solution for his ailing
heart, the transplant will bring into relief the degree to
which one’s “physiological program,” in Nancy’s
language, will now insistently “cross” other programs, 
most notably, that of medicine.

“(…What other program, then, was 
crossing my physiological program? 
Less than twenty years earlier, no one 
was doing grafts, and certainly not 
protecting against their rejection  

through the use of cyclosporine. 
Twenty years hence, to be sure, 
other grafts will involve other 
methods. Personal contingency 
intersects with the contingency of 
technological history. Earlier I would 
be dead, later I would survive by 
other means. But “I” always finds 
itself tightly squeezed in a wedge of 
technical possibilities.)” (Nancy 2008, 
2-3. Emphasis added.) 

Nancy contextualizes his life in a synchronic snapshot 
of momentarily aligning contingencies, physiological 
and technological. The time of life, the stretch of 
mortality, as it were, hinges upon the embedding of a 
patient within the flux of medical technology; survival 
is almost literally a throw of the dice. Nancy marvels at 
the impersonality of the network across which a life 
comes to be distributed, in fact, comes to itself from 
out of its distribution in the historically contingent 
alignment of technological and institution forms. 

Third, this contingent “crossing” of the 
human and the technological contributes to the 
invention of, but also the confirmation of what had 
always been, a “multiple” body: no longer 
autonomously functioning, but distributed in a 
network of requirements that are institutional (a 
waiting list for heart transplants), physiological (the 
need for a heart with the blood type O +), medical (a 
delicate surgery along with follow-ups that will further 
compromise his health), and affective (living on for the 
sake of others and oneself). “From the outset, my 
survival is inscribed in a complex process interwoven 
with strangers and strangeness.” (Nancy 2008, 164) 
Note the many figures in Nancy’s reflection for what I 
call the distributed body: crossing, intersecting, 
squeezing, interweaving, inscribing, configuring, self-
exteriorizing, incorporating, and networking. (Nancy 
2008, 164-169) If once his health was a “potent, silent 
evidence that was holding things together so 
uneventfully,” it is this very “holding together” that 
has been delegated to external mediations. (Nancy 
2008, 163) 

Fourth,    his   series of   “distributional”   terms  
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figures, in its own cascading momentum, the central 
claim that there’ll be no end to the process of 
reconciling Nancy with himself. “Becoming a stranger 
to myself does not draw me closer to the intruder. 
Rather, it would appear that a general law of intrusion 
is being revealed. There has never been just one 
intrusion [il n’y a jamais eu une seule intrusion]: as soon 
as one is produced, it multiplies itself, is identical with 
its renewed internal differences.” (Nancy 2008, 167) 
The transplant does not restore wholeness to Nancy; 
it deports him into new crossings of illness and cure, 
body and technology.  The hope of “naturalizing” the 
foreigner, of becoming “familiar” with the intruder 
proves no less a mirage that the belief that one’s life 
carries a “necessity” or “obligation” for continued 
survival. (Nancy 2008, 161, 164) In the place of 
“providence” and “fate,” of aligning one’s life with 
some fixed principle, Nancy discovers instead “an 
overall lack of programming” in his being as he is 
threaded along episodes of pain and recovery with 
which he cannot identity, but which fail not to touch 
him either: “ ‘I’ end/s up being nothing more than a 
fine wire stretched from pain to pain and strangeness 
to strangeness.” (Nancy 2008, 164, 169)   

Nancy concludes with a reflection on the 
“nature” of humanity in modernity, albeit with 
reference to a choral ode from Sophocles’ Antigone. 
Man, writes Nancy, is “the most terrifying and the 
most troubling technician…who denatures and 
remakes nature, he who re-creates creation, who 
brings it out of nothing, and, perhaps, leads it back to 
nothing. One capable of origin and end.” (Nancy 
2008, 170) The human is its self-alteration – and this is 
the meaning of god’s death, says Nancy.  Human 
beings are inseparably technicians and 
metaphysicians: the former by dint of our immemorial 
technologisation of ourselves and nature, the latter to 
the extent that we are the vehicles through which the 
strange (l’étrange) distributes itself as the creation of 
the world – or, in Nancy’s concluding phrase, as the 
“conatus of an on-growing infinity.” (Nancy 2008, 13)  

In summary, life in Nancy seems a mute 
compulsory movement (a kind of inapprehensible 
“evidence”) and a blind contingency (lacking any 
“necessity” or “obligation” for living on). This “life 
itself,” however, is never apprehended as such.  

Technology in the form of medical devices and 
procedures, institutions in the form of physician 
diagnoses and decisions regarding donor-recipient 
“suitability,” and of course one’s intimate human 
relations have already appraised the functionality 
and/or value of life: it is healthy or sick, salvageable or 
not, loved or neglected.  Life lives in its translations, 
and thus only ever  “shows up” in the networks of 
appraisal that – technically, culturally, affectively – 
convert it into meaning. The conatus of life is 
inescapably borne along the technological circuitry of 
modern medicine.  

Thus distributed, Nancy wonders 
“wherefrom” – from what infinitely recessed 
“intimacy” – he speaks. He is doubly exposed or 
expropriated: by the state of the medical field as it 
inscribes his “life” in its field of treatment; by the 
surprising arrival of further illnesses that had been, in 
Nancy’s word, “crouching” and now rising to the 
surface in the wake of a medically-induced weakening 
of his immune system. The stark beauty of Nancy’s 
text shines forth in the degree to which he seems 
incapable of connecting the vacuum of selfhood that 
results from the “defection” of his heart with either its 
relays through networks of medical care or with the 
incessant intrusion of further personal illnesses. “ ‘I” 
clearly became the formal index of an unverifiable and 
impalpable change. Between me and me, there had 
always been some space-time: but now there is an 
incision’s opening, the irreconciliability of a 
compromised immune system.” (Nancy 2008, 168) 
The “I” seems but an empty space across which 
illnesses and cures communicate with one another.  

* *  *

Denis’ Intruder opens with a twin thematization of 
borders. The first, a linguistic infiltration as a shadowed 
Russian woman (Katia Golubeva) articulates, her voice 
off screen, an accented warming in French: “Tes pires 
ennemis sont à l’intérieur, cachés dans l’ombre, 
cachés dans ton cœur.” (Your worst enemies are on 
the inside, hidden in the shadows, hidden in your 
heart.) The setting is dark; she, herself, composed, 
pausing for a cigarette. As we’ll learn, she is 
responsible  for  flows  of  foreigners  through  Western  
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Europe and for the arrangements of illegal organ 
transplants.  The notion that one would have a 
gradation of enemies, and that the “worst” are on the 
inside, entails a set of external but also “lesser” 
enemies. A foreign tongue appropriating the French 
language – and, by proxy, foreign bodies asking for 
entry into European lands, for a chance at 
participating in the economy of Europe – ought to be 
of less concern than trouble at home. I said that she is 
pausing for a cigarette. As we see later in the film, her 
task of shuttling foreigners across French territory has, 
in one particular instance, failed. Unbeknownst to 
himself, Trebor has intercepted and killed one of her 
charges and she will exact revenge when, in order to 
satisfy his request for a vigorous young man’s heart, 
she will oblige through the murder of his son Sydney 
(Grégoire Colin). Her warming about internal enemies, 
though articulated at the outset of the film, is, in fact, a 
direct reply to his killing of her charge, which, again, is 
depicted later in the film. It is not until final scenes of 
the movie that Trebor understands that the heart 
beating in his chest belonged to his estranged son. 

Less conceptually, the film’s narrative begins 
with an unidentified border agent inspecting a vehicle 
at   the   frontier   of   France   and  Switzerland.  She  is  

notable for the zealousness with which she motivates 
her partner, a dog trained to detect illegal substances, 
to sniff out compromising materials. Her suspicions 
are rewarded: the dog discovers an illegal element 
hiding in plain sight (a white plastic bottle on the 
truck’s dashboard) – but what are her suspicions 
precisely? Suspicion of the other seems the general 
disposition of the border patrol, a fear that a foreign 
entity might compromise national “health.” That 
otherness, here, is materialized in the form of a dark-
skinned driver whose complexion is "foreign enough" 
to racialize the encounter between the white, female 
customs officer and the now token example of all 
malevolent others.  

The zealousness of the guard is worth 
emphasizing for its contagious or invasive nature: the 
zeal that is “inside” her (or that at least attends to her 
position as an inspired protector of the homeland) 
passes into the dog as an exhortation to work – most 
literally to sniff, but also more symbolically, to embody 
human interests that are distinctly geo- and 
biopolitical. Where the human sensorium encounters 
its own limits of perception, a trained customs dog can 
extend those limits in order to detect harmful 
materials and, equally, if more symbolically, to delimit  

Claire Denis 
The Intruder, 2004, Ognon Pictures / Arte France Cinema 
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the territorial space between friend and enemy, health 
and corruption, and possibly (on the reading that the 
driver is racialized as non-white) European and non-
European. Animal life becomes the trained transmitter 
of a code that, for humans, merges the physical and 
the legal, even as in its own sentience it can detect the 
physical substance alone. The animal, we might say, is 
trained to detect information or respond to sectors of 
intelligibility that ordinarily surpass human capabilities. 
Do such responses, however, correspond to human 
meaningfulness? If it is fair to draw a distinction 
between information and meaning, between the 
sentient identification of a substance and its legal 
appraisal as a threat or transgression, then the 
customs dog is but an information-processing 
machine. Where its work ends, the human work of 
prosecution begins.  – Yet, as Trebor’s relations with 
others reveal, the drawing of distinctions and 
prosecuting of differences, the casting of others into 
separate spaces, including the “spaces” of repression 
and forgetting, is often more complicated than the 
monitoring of national borders.   

The overlapping of the human and the animal 
is further captured in Denis’ construction of 
indeterminate points of view through the use of a 
hand-held camera. In its shaking movements, the 
latter translates the body of its operator, its 
embedded and potentially vulnerable position within 
a larger environment.  In brief, Denis’ hand-held 
camera foregoes distances, presses into the 
proximate surroundings, and entails a structural sense 
of blindness or limited framing of information. In The 
Intruder, it is a formal cinematic mechanism for the 
construction of territorial and bodily insecurity, for the 
psychological experience of paranoia resulting from 
an inability to see the whole of one’s territory. The 
latter desire finds expression in various tools for 
surveying property: Trebor’s house features a map of 
the territory and, on his bicycle rides, he brings along 
a pair of binoculars: the former offers a disembodied, 
cognitive mastery over the region; the latter, an 
artificial extension of the powers of sight. With a fixed 
camera, Denis offers her viewers a more or less 
objective view of the Trebor’s land emptied of human 
agents. With a hand-held camera, as I’ve been 
arguing, she will offer her viewers multiple,  

depersonalized points of view of that same territory. In 
what one might call not free indirect discourse, but 
free indirect vision (or free indirect perception), we are 
made to share embodied, subjective points of view 
which, precisely because they remain unattributed, 
logically include the animal position.  

Indeterminacy as such is less interesting than 
the manner in which both human and animal can 
together luxuriate in nature, on the one hand, and 
mutually enact a vulnerability and hostility towards an 
intruder, on the other.  “Who is perceiving?” matters 
less than the shared object of perception, the “what” 
upon which human and animal attentiveness 
converge. At the snap of a twig or branch, at the 
rustling of distant leaves, human perception can begin 
tracking the environment through its initial 
apprehension in animal perception. A sharpening of 
human alertness through the annexation of a dog’s 
tendency – natural but also cultivated – to protect its 
owner or master. For Trebor, as for the customs 
officer, whom we’ll shortly learn is, in fact, his 
daughter-in-law, the wife of his estranged son and 
mother of two grand children, animal perception acts 
as a supplement to human perception, a trail into 
realms of sensorial experience that ordinarily escape 
consciousness. It is a manner of enlarging the human 
sensorium through its distribution into foreign organs, 
not unlike a rifle that would permit violent intentions to 
act from a distance and with greater force than bodily 
violence alone. The human distributes itself through 
animal capacities as a means of self-amplification.  

And yet there seem to be ethical 
consequences to the annexation of another’s capacity 
for “living work” that are not at stake when distributing 
ourselves through “dead” technical means. A failing 
biological organ remains an embedded organ, not as 
easily disposed of as a broken rifle. Similarly, when the 
crisis of a failing organ compromises a way of life, 
leaving one’s house in search of assistance is not 
equivalent to leaving one’s dogs behind. Both are 
abandonments of protection, but only the latter, I am 
arguing, entails a double gesture of sovereignty: first, 
in its exemption from the webs of living relationality; 
secondly, in the vital consequences for the 
abandoned partners. Trebor’s withdrawal from his 
extended   dependencies   is   something   of  a death  
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sentence for the “living organs” of his distributed self.  
Life, in these moments of crisis and salvation, seems 
to parcel itself into value or worth as it separates an 
organism worth saving from an organism less worthy. 
This separation is spectacularly dramatized in Denis’ 
scene of abandonment – a scene that is at the center 
of my interpretation.  

Because the enemy is within, survival 
depends upon some rearrangement, if not some 
violence exerted against the proper. Such is the logic 
that Derrida in his writings on religion and democracy 
has termed not immunity but “autoimmunity”: the 
effort to preserve oneself at the cost of one’s own 
integrity. Religious and democratic organizations will 
suspend the logic of their functioning, and do violence 
to their internal constitution in the name of some form 
of continued survival. This, from Derrida’s Rogues:  

What I call the autoimmune consists 
not only in harming or ruining oneself, 
indeed in destroying one’s own 
protections, and in doing so oneself, 
committing suicide or threatening to 
do   so,  but,  more  seriously  still,  and  

through this, in threatening the I [moi] 
or the self [soi], the ego or the autos, 
ipseity itself, compromising the 
immunity of the autos itself: it consists 
not only in compromising the 
immunity of the of the autos itself: it 
consists not in compromising oneself 
[s’auto-entamer] but in compromising 
the self, the autos – and thus ipseity. It 
consists not only in committing suicide 
but in compromising sui- or self-
referentiality, the self- or sui- of suicide 
itself. Autoimmunity is more or less 
suicidal, but, more seriously still, it 
threatens always to rob suicide itself of 
its meaning and supposed integrity. 
(Derrida 2005, 45) 

This gesture of autoimmunity is performed in Claire 
Denis’ film with a spectacular gesture of 
abandonment in which Trebor not only crosses the 
border to Switzerland in search of a new heart (and 
therefore in an effort, after his heart attack, to expulse 
what has become an intruder from within), but also he  
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breaks relations with his two dogs. After proving 
unsuccessful in his effort to find them a home, he 
abandons them by the side of the road and drives 
forwards, occasionally glancing in his rearview mirror 
to see his dogs giving chase but falling away in the 
end. Having established his animals inside his territory, 
having incorporated them as extensions of his body, 
the decision to leave them behind is a gesture of 
autoimmunity, wherein an individual or a community 
will attack its own constitution, its own defenses, in the 
name of survival.  

Though amenable to diverse ends, mirrors 
are typically mediators that establish a specular 
relation with oneself. They are indicators of a structural 
need for humans to apprehend themselves through 
the detour of a technical externalization. As the 
speeding Mercedes outpaces his chasing dogs, 
Trebor glances backward through the rearview mirror 
at both the animals and, so I claim, at an element of 
his own distributed self that he is now abandoning. For 
if the human body is a distributed multiplicity, if the 
human and animal collude in expanding the 
perceptual (but also laboring) capacities of the one, 
then we can speak not so figuratively of an amputation 
or of dismemberment as well – a sense of harm done 
to one’s own body in the name of further/future 
survival. 

Here, then, the mirror does not consolidate 
an identity spatially. It operates instead something of 
an ontological distinction, casting the dogs if not into 
the past of technical obsolescence than into a parallel, 
ontologically distinct realm that we typically refer to as 
"nature." In this dramatic moment, the shared life of 
human and animal is divided and the animal is left to 
fend for itself, to revert back to "its" nature now that it 
is no longer subservient to a more engulfing human-
animal compound.   

Through the dogs’ heavily labored breathing, 
Denis stages a counterpoint to ordinary work 
conditions wherein what is living in us most often 
disappears into our roles or functions as laborers. 
Here, we see and hear the vital consequences of 
abandonment as the tearing of the sovereign's 
multiple bodies finds physiological expression in the 
dogs' plaintive wheezing. (We might think as well of 
the assistant pharmacist who, running late, fails to 
open the security gate to the pharmacy of Trebor’s 
lover, fails, that is, to perform a subordinate task that 
then falls to her superior, and who, when 
reprimanded, physiologically signs her own 
discontent with an exasperated sigh  –  an expression 
of life caught in a network of, as she sees it, degrading 
labor duties.)  Thus, however much life and technicity 
are indistinguishable (the dogs representing a security  
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system routed through organic sensitivity), Denis’ film 
invites us to interrogate the distinction between the 
living technicity of trained animals and the dead 
technicity of our functional tools. The latter may enfold 
a range of expressivity that is never fully captured by 
their place in any single configuration of tools, yet it is 
impossible to imagine that that expressivity could rise 
to self-consciousness or self-suffering in, let us say, a 
rifle, knife, or bicycle, to reference some of the dead 
technical organs present in The Intruder. On the other 
hand, one cannot help but feel that the abandoned 
dogs will wrestle with an extended stretch of 
indeterminacy as, not wholly unlike Heidegger’s 
Dasein, their being will be an issue for them. Over and 
beyond their inscription in an instrumental relation of 
protection, each of the dogs is a life – a having-to-be 
– that is never wholly reconciled with social or natural 
functions, even if this having-to-be can only ever be
appraised and adjudicated from within a given social 
configuration.  Each of the dogs is divided from within
by an opening of “space-time,” a différance from out 
of which, in their abandonment, they will have to
adopt new vital possibilities. 

To deny them this “gap,” or to justify their 
abandonment by organizing their “return to “nature,” 
is to fall prey to the prejudice that animals are  locked  

in an immanence without folds, in a web of forces 
without play. Certainly, animals get on very well 
without us, even in territories well colonized by human 
settlement. But how could we train animals if, to some 
extent, they too did not exhibit a sense of play in their 
beings?  Further, to cast them into the blind 
immanence of nature is to deny the shared historicity 
through which humans and animals are jointly 
constituted. In brief, it is to deny the distributed nature 
of our own beings and the degree to which we borrow 
the strength of living others in the contingent 
configuration of our “sovereignties.”   

Further, is there perhaps a contemporary 
analogy between, on the one hand, Trebor’s dictating 
a “return to nature” for his animals and, on the other, 
the global elites’ instrumental use of the new politics 
of purity? How does the financial elite justify class 
separation if not through the “spiritual” solace of 
identity politics and lost origins – in a word, by staging 
for the laboring classes a “return to nature” through 
the promotion of fundamentalisms, nationalisms, 
populisms, and racialisms? If this suggestion is right, 
then the –isms that “ethnically” inflect economic 
protectionism are but fantasmatic compensations that 
substitute for the real distribution of economic wealth. 
In   other   words,   they   are   strategic   denials of the  
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distributed dependencies that link capital and labor. 
And as Trebor would prefer to live on without his 
dogs, confident that their “natural” propensities will 
protect them, so, too, will the financial elite readily 
abandon their entanglements with labor, confident 
that “identity” will give succor to economic ailments.  
The organization of labor’s autonomy not in terms of 
shared wealth and mobility, but in terms of “ethnic” 
differentiations and territorial immanence, this is the 
great ideological hoax of an economic vanguard that 
wants to deny its responsibilities to what is living in its 
labor forces.  

Two last thoughts with respect to this central 
scene. Denis’ captures an image of Trebor’s watch as 
he is pulling away definitively from his dogs. Time is 
pressing, and the abandonment of his animals 
suggests that the time of life will now have to extend 
itself through other organs. We recall that Trebor soon 
after purchases a new watch in Switzerland, a sign of 
optimism after a black market negotiation with the 
Russian go-between. A new heart equals more time. 
In his Swiss hotel, he removes the watch from his wrist 
as he lies down to rest with a knife beneath his pillow 
– ostensibly, the knife with which he killed a passer-
through on his land. Perhaps Denis is suggesting that 
Trebor is now his own protector; equally perhaps, that 
the time of life will be reckoned less with a watch than 
through the murder and annexation of the life of 
another. A watch and a knife, the time that is mine 
through the death that is yours. Trebor’s continued 
existence is now no longer “distributed” through his
dogs and related organs of security, but, imminently, 
through the violent appropriation of another human 
body. (This scene is further complicated with the 
introduction of a dreamlike sequence in which the 
same Russian woman and a cohort drag Trebor 
through a snowy plain behind a pair of brisk horses. In 
a mockery of his sovereignty, they abandon him to his 
own devices and constrain him to survive truly “in
nature.”) 

The soundtrack – the pulsing guitars and 
searing horn of the Tindersticks – carries over from the 
scene of abandonment to a depiction of Trebor’s 
French son, Sydney, hiking with his family. He carries 
his infant on his chest, near his heart. His wife carries 
their   older   son.   I   am  rendering  all-too-linear a film  

designed as a series of fractured human relations and 
multiple temporalities, yet it seems clear – and 
certainly in retrospect – that the passage from the 
dogs to the son indicates a new coordination of self 
and other. If Trebor’s security was once routed 
through his dogs, his life will soon benefit from a more 
drastic appropriation of what is living in his son (and 
the Russian woman’s revenge for the death of one of 
her charges will be far less “dreamlike”). 

* *  *

I want to elaborate upon the philosophical 
implications of annexing and abandoning the lives of 
others in further defense of the thesis that, if life is in 
fact distributed along fragile networks of actors, 
objects, and media, then the fracturing of coordinated 
dependencies in the name of personal salvation is a 
gesture of sovereignty legitimating, if not explicitly 
calling for, the death of another. To do so, I’ll draw on 
a handful of points from the early writings of Bernard 
Stiegler, who has mounted an impressive defense of 
the ineluctable relation between the human and the 
technical.   

First, much like the experience of infinite 
“deportation” in Nancy, the absence of a “proper” 
essence is the default mode of being human for 
Stiegler.  The lack of an original nature logically entails 
an irredeemable openness to technical 
“externalization,” that is, the capture and formation of 
human energies in collusion with adopted tools. 
Again, a mirror well exhibits the necessity of 
apprehending ourselves through the constitutive 
detour of an external tool, though clearly, we 
apprehend ourselves no less through the non-
specular means of ordinary tools, symbolic media, 
and, as I am arguing, the annexation of sentient life.    

Second, memory itself is primarily external 
and technical – not inward and psychological. 
Memory in the form of “tertiary retentions,” tools and 
artifacts that condition the functioning of 
psychological memory, descend to us from departed 
ancestors, encrypting a way of life that is appropriated 
and transformed as it is carried forward. The past in the 
form of “dead,” non-organic, technical artifacts opens  
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the future for human beings who individuate 
themselves in the temporally stretched-out 
negotiation with inherited technics. (Stiegler 2011, 8-
78; Stiegler 2010, 8-11) As Stiegler often notes, “the 
who is nothing without the what.” (Stiegler 1998, 
passim.) Heteronomy in the form of inherited technics 
is not, then, an interruption of the self-constituting 
individual; the latter does not exist. Technical 
inheritance is the very possibility of individuation as 
technics is “the pursuit of life by means other than 
life.” (Stiegle 1998, 8) Technical organs, in brief, have 
always already played a constitutive role in the 
configuration of human temporality and history. 

Society, it follows, must be theoretically 
apprehended through a general organology: “a 
theory of the articulation between bodily organs 
(brain, hand, eyes, touch, tongue, genital organs, 
viscera, neuro-vegetative system, etc.), artificial organs 
(tools, instruments and technical supports of 
grammatization) and social organs (human groupings, 
such as families, clans, or ethnicities, political 
institutions and societies, businesses and economic 
organizations, international organizations, and social 
systems in general…).” (Stiegler 2010, 34) This triple 
“articulation,” here, is a variation of my concern with 
the “distributed” character of human agency and 
cognition. Stiegler often has recourse to the metaphor 
of technics as a “prosthesis” that supplements our 
original lack of essence. A concept like organology 
underscores the cobbled-together character of life as 
it configures itself through organs biological and 
institutional as much as technical.  

Stiegler’s mention of bodily organs is of 
particular importance to my argument. For in addition 
to the dead, technical “organs” that have 
supplemented our lack of nature, we have also always 
integrated the technically-configured bodily organs of 
fellow living beings in the distribution of social roles: 
skilled hands, discriminating sense perceptions, 
eroticized limbs, and skins, gestures borne forth from 
the body and language from our mouths. The 
appraisal of living beings (indeed, of bodily organs as 
such) in terms of their suitability for labor or 
performance is itself a technical discrimination that 
speaks from one’s position in a “social organ,” or 
institution.  (Nancy’s extended life is indebted to such  

an appraisal: the medical discrimination that found a 
suitable heart.) But is the commissioning of a tool 
equivalent to the training of a horse? Or the 
acquisition of another’s heart the equivalent to 
inheriting a rifle? Is the brokenness of a compass the 
same as a soldier too ill and tired to walk out of the 
desert?  Life captured in technics – what I am also 
calling here technically-configured bodily organs – 
certainly circulate as tools, embedding themselves 
into distributed networks of labor, and thus 
participating in and to varying degrees benefitting 
from the strengths of others.  Thus, while it seems 
incontestable that “external memories” descend to us 
in the form of tools that survive the deaths of our 
ancestors, and that we create futures from out of this 
inheritance, a synchronic snapshot of our social 
configurations would equally reveal that the technical 
configuration of organic life “lives on” in the form of 
repetitive, programmed, often reified labor that 
effectively negates the boundaries between the living 
and the technical, the organic and the dead. If 
humanity is the history of its hominization, and if this 
hominization itself results from our immemorial 
entanglement with non-organic (“dead”) technical 
instruments (on these points, I am in agreement with 
Stiegler), there are legions of technically-configured 
bodily organs whose social value depends upon their 
living execution of technical programs and who, in this 
way, contribute no less to human development. 
Medical eyes that diagnose illnesses; gun-disciplined 
hands that exert power over life; laboring bodies of all 
sorts that, innumerably throughout history, have lent 
their skilled forms to the completion of tasks physical 
and intellectual.  In brief, the ontological claim 
regarding the imbrication of the human and the 
technical must countenance the ethical demand that 
the appropriation of life leads not to its full-scale 
reification – to its subordination within a “superior” 
organism wherein what is living in a technically-
configured bodily organ is taken and treated 
exclusively for what is dead.  

In short, technical programs that today are 
livingly executed by human beings will survive 
tomorrow through their material preservation in the 
form of technics. The building of a house descends as 
an   inheritable   possibility   through   the   survival  of  
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hammer and nails.  Yet the programs that we cultivate 
in animal life do not similarly survive; the cultural 
memory that is bred into animal life dies with the 
death of animal – the animal leaving behind no 
memory in the form of appropriable technics. In 
distinction to the technical object which will survive its 
user, the “technical-cultural” grafting of human 
interests onto the animal body will last as long as the 
animal itself.  In brief, the archives of technical memory 
would not survive if tethered to organic supports 
alone. Technical memory survives, again, through its 
materialization in the form of longer-lasting “dead” 
substances: wood and metal for the hammer.  Yet 
while a hammer will, with proper care, serve several 
generations, one cannot equate the levels of care 
when tending to what is living in the acculturated 
organs of animal life. A shovel may cross the Atlantic 
stowed away for weeks in the bowels of a ship, may 
even find its place later in the “permanent collection” 
of a history museum.  One cannot say the same of a 
horse or slave. One cannot count on the living 
executions of animal labor without also extensively 
caring for the living support of that labor.  Unlike the 
Heideggerian tool, if the analogy is appropriate, life 
never fully disappears into the work it performs. The 
brutality of illegal organ harvesting lies in its 
appropriation of a “living tool” at the complete 
expense its living support.  Similarly, once the 
“function” of an animal is no longer needed, as with 
the “protective function” of Trebor’s dogs, caring for 
what is living in the animals proves of lesser 
importance than one’s own survival. This is clearly of 
greater ethical consequence than the laying aside of a 
tool, irrespective of whether it is broken or not.  

How do valuations of life’s worth enter into 
the distribution of resources that are vital to life?  The 
illegal harvesting of organs makes explicit the 
disavowed valuation that some forms of life are worth 
more than others – that, in the distribution of 
resources, “life” in the form of appropriable organs 
(bodily, technical, institutional) should accrue to some 
at the expense of others. 

Technical organs, then, clearly circulate 
beyond their makers and users. Their afterlives in the 
social configurations of later descendants are, in this 
respect,   the  very   history  of  humanity.  Yet,  as with  

Nancy and the case of his failing heart, physiological 
organs, too, can live on and circulate after the deaths 
of their original hosts. They survive their original 
contexts and, in Stiegler’s language, can be 
“adopted.” The stark ethical twist of The Intruder 
resides in the harvesting of an organ that cannot occur 
save through the murder of its original organism. Not 
“inheritance,” but violent appropriation. Not through 
the organic death of one’s contemporaries, but 
through the elimination of another’s existence. 
Murder with a view to organ harvesting is the pre-
eminent form of living on at the expense of another’s 
life. The economic metaphor seems inescapable: 
Trebor’s inability to restore his dead son stands here 
as an irredeemable debt –though this hardly absolves 
his express desire for a “vigorous” young man’s heart, 
that is, his calling for the murder of another human 
being, where murder, here, signals the consciously 
willed impossibility of restitution. I murder the other so 
as to render absolute the distance that separates us, 
so as to disavow but also individually capitalize upon 
the networks through which our lives are mutually 
entwined.  Whether infinite debt or infinite absolution, 
neither settles in for the messy work of distribution, of 
acknowledging what is living in oneself and others and 
how to best coordinate our dependencies.  As 
distributed beings that borrow “prosthetically” from 
the strength of others, how might we live so as to live 
least at the expense of others?  This is the question 
that the posture of sovereignty refuses to engage.  

* *  *

The politics of annexing animal life is 
inseparable from the human uses of what is living in 
general. Denis finely demonstrates that Trebor’s 
sovereignty was always already composed of 
multiple, foreign organs: the perceptual organs of his 
guard dogs; external technical organs or artifacts such 
as maps, binoculars, rifles, and knives. The ruining of 
his isolation through the failure of his “enemy” heart, I 
have been arguing, leads to a compromise with his 
“extended” or “distributed” body, notably in the 
abandonment of his dogs. Hence, the evidence of 
Derrida’s insight: immunity is perhaps always a 
gesture   of   auto-immunity  insofar as not all links in a  
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crumbling chain of dependencies can be saved. In this 
section, I want to examine this greater context of 
“what is living in general” in order to demonstrate that 
Trebor’s instrumental use of human life is, on the one 
hand, equally marked by the “sacrificability” of others, 
and, on the other, by attempts at restoring more 
ethical relations that, in mock-tragedy mode, prove 
too little, too late.  

Trebor’s lover (Bambou) is a pharmacist who 
supplies him with medicine, presumably for his ailing 
heart. Leaving their bed, he descends to the darkened 
ground floor of his house where his dogs greet him. In 
a remarkable coincidence, they begin circling and 
barking as he himself ingests a few pills, his face 
partially illuminated near a window. His gaze extends 
along the direction of their barking, his sensorium 
tracking their own. In fact, an intruder has infiltrated his 
territory and Trebor will soon step out and mortally 
slash his throat. The temporal coincidence of ingested 
medicine and barking dogs suggests two distinct 
methods of pursuing the same aim: concern for the 
health, security, and survival of Trebor. Both the dogs 
and the medicine are assisting bodies that penetrate 
into regions beyond ordinary control: the heart 
medicine, into the recesses of physiological life, and 
the dogs’ sense of hearing, out into the rural darkness.  
Not unlike the ailing Nancy (despite the clear 
difference in strength and will), Trebor seems the thin 
interface between two vanishing points, physiological 
and territorial. The dogs and the medicine are 
mutually reinforcing protections, as the one without 
the other would fail to account for the having of 
“enemies” inward and outward.  

It is convenient for the ailing Trebor to have a 
pharmacist-lover, but equally so to receive her 
intermittent visits from the local town where she lives 
and works. I have been arguing that Trebor’s 
“sovereignty” is entangled with a host of organs – 
animal, chemical, technological – that allow him to 
manage his dependencies with minimum reciprocity.  
She is no exception: a source of medical care, she also 
conveniently solves the problem of sex without 
incurring for Trebor further affective debts. To the list 
of organs through which his body configures itself, 
Denis adds the sexual organs of a woman who, left in 
bed alone as Trebor descends for his medicine, turns  

her head aside in idleness, exhibiting a sense of life 
that exceeds the merely sexual use of her being. If he 
is her solution to the problem of sex, then there seems 
little reciprocity between her supply of medication 
and his answer in bed.   

How then to account for – to pay one’s debt 
for – the instrumentalization of what is living in another 
being?  

In a brief encounter with his son and his 
daughter-in-law in the streets of the local town, Trebor 
learns that his infant grandson is named after him, 
Louis. He indicates to his fils, as he explicitly calls him, 
that he presently has little cash to spare, that times are 
tough on him as well. The scene is partially 
constructed through the perspective of the Russian 
go-between who, sitting in a café, witnesses the 
exchange between father and son. Given her pensive 
bearing, this will prove the moment when the fates of 
father and son are cast. An inversion of roles is on 
order: Trebor’s son Sydney cares for a “Louis,” though 
does not know that it will be his father for whom he will 
eventually “care” in the form of a harvested organ. A 
cruel intergenerational fate is equally spun out in this 
moment. Sydney is a son with an absent father – not 
unlike the little Louis who will grow up with an absent 
father of his own. Trebor relents and gives his son a 
few bills in exchange for some “news from time to 
time” and a quickly stolen croissant. His incredulous 
son refers to him as “malade” in the colloquial sense 
of being socially untoward, but Trebor’s literal malady 
will exact a price greater than a hundred Euros or so 
for a croissant. 

Recovering from his transplant, Trebor hires a 
massage therapist to ease his pain. With her 
appearance, Denis further thematizes the role of 
another’s sentience in the management of Trebor’s 
vital needs, that is, the persistent routing of his 
personal well-being through the sentient lives of 
others. Significantly, she is blind and so the fulfillment 
of her intentionality will pass exclusively by way of her 
hands. As James Mensch writes with respect to 
Husserl, “Sensations from the embodied subject, the 
kinesthesia, form an essential part of the material 
through which [an object] presents itself.” (Mensch 
2010, 16) Touching another person, and thereby 
enabling that person to “appear” through the act of  

144



touch, makes of one’s body the living medium 
whereby the “information” of the other is registered 
and responded to. When she is finished, he pays her; 
with her closed eyes facing the camera, she counts.  
Her “living” connection with Trebor – her hand literally 
massaging the chest cavity – is converted into an 
abstract equivalent that she can use at a later moment. 
Her labor is not consumed on the spot; it manages for 
her a place in the economy that leaves her with 
something other than a feeling of physical 
exploitation, that is, as others in the film might attest, 
the sense that one’s life has been sacrificed unilaterally 
for the benefit of another. This seems the high point 
of social equality in the film.  

In order to exact revenge for Trebor’s killing 
of one of her charges, the shadowy figure of the 
Russian go-between arranges for a transplant of his 
son’s heart. This irony is revealed to Trebor in Tahiti, to 
where he travels in search of another son he fathered 
many years ago. (In a remarkable moment of 
cinematic self-reflexivity, Denis incorporates into her 
film several clips from Paul Gegauff’s Le reflux (1962), 
notably of the young Michel Subor on a ship arriving 
in Polynesia. Denis’ own story here is routed through 
foreign materials, an acknowledgement that film is an 
alignment of images as amenable to dismemberment 
and reconfiguration as nearly all other media, 
including bodily organs.) He was, in other words, 
estranged from two sons, but decides to leave his 
fortune to his Tahitian son alone and it is there that he 
is confronted with the body of his dead European son, 
his chest graphically sutured to reveal that he was the 
victim of an illegal organ harvest. Thus, Trebor was 
granted his wish: the heart of a vigorous young man – 
though it is that of the son who, back home, he 
neglected for reasons we do not understand. Despite 
his best efforts to finally prove hospitable, Trebor lets 
in a son whom he previously rejected, not the son 
whom he had sought in Tahiti. Fittingly, it is never 
determined that the young man with whom he 
establishes a relation in Tahiti is his real son. Hence, 
the cruel fate of the second part of The Intruder: 
Trebor plays host, literally in the form of open-closed 
chest, to the son that he had effectively disowned, and 
yet never receives, never succeeds in welcoming, the 
son that he is looking for and to whom he feels he 
owes a debt.   

When other Tahitians hear of Trebor’s search, 
they hold “auditions” for a possible surrogate son, 
attempting (with great humor, it should be noted) to 
imagine a “mixed” child born of Russian and Tahitian 
lineages. They want to help, if only with a substitute, 
but where in nature is the pattern for appraising the 
“exact mix” of a racially hybrid child? The theme of 
cross-cultural genetics, of course, echoes the 
numerous weaving of organs in The Intruder, echoes 
the many connections between diverse “media” 
across which life is distributed. Their inability to settle 
on one son indicates an ontological hybridity that no 
sovereign decision, no fiction of a Platonic idea, will 
untangle or resolve properly into a definitive identity.   

* *  *

In the last appearance of the Russian go-between, we 
see her outside Trebor’s Tahitian hospital, two dogs 
flanking her sides. Given the hybridizing nature of her 
work (shuttling foreigners into new lands, 
orchestrating black-market transplants), one wonders 
whether the dogs are of mixed breed, but it is too 
difficult to tell. In any case, they create a stark visual 
contrast with Trebor’s own abandoned companions 
whose near-identical appearances indicate pure 
breeding. As protectors of Trebor’s homestead, they 
oversee its territorial integrity, but in their shared 
appearance, they are equally symbols of a human 
obsession with purity. This brings me to my final point.  

The human bid for isolation (for immunity, 
autonomy, purity) oversees not only the construction 
of geographical and biological borders but the 
training of animal life as well. Guard dogs are those in 
whom the human desire for security and separation 
has incarnated itself – the dog having lent its 
sensorium to a configuration of dependencies that 
support, above all, human well being.  The guard dog 
is corralled into a humanization process that, today 
especially, with the global scale of industrial powers, 
seemingly conditions all organic life. I use the term 
humanization in reference to Giorgio Agamben’s 
notion the anthropological machine. (Agamben 2003, 
33-38) To be brief, if the anthropological machine in 
Agamben draws a distinction within the human 
between what is human and what is animal, perhaps 
we   can   chart   within  animal  life   a   similar   division  
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between humanization and animalization – a 
humanization of the animal that leads to its becoming 
an appendage of human interests, including our 
interest to keep others out. Animals in The Intruder 
exist at the geographical edge between friend and 
enemy (literally between France and Switzerland, but 
more broadly between Western and Eastern Europe), 
but this is a border that humans have traced in their 
being. Their trained response to foreign substances, 
including foreign others, is the mark of their 
distributed involvement in human culture. And, as in 
the scene of abandonment, when the “human” side 
of the animal is no longer necessary, we take false 
solace in their native return to the “animal” side, as if 
we could turn the dials of a kind of ontological 
switching board, ordering “culture” today and 
“nature” tomorrow. In addition then to “animalizing” 
and, on certain definitions of animal life, demonizing 
human others, we similarly humanize the animal as an 
annex to human concerns.  The floating division within 
human life, what with Nancy we call “space-time,” is 
also present in animals. It follows that Agamben’s call 
for stopping the Anthropological Machine should 
necessitate an equal vigilance with respect to the ways 
in which we take over that floating division in animals 
and instrumentalize them for human ends.  

In The Intruder, Nancy writes: “A heart that 
only half beats is only half my heart. I was already no 
longer inside me. I’m already coming from 
somewhere else, or I’m not coming any longer.”  
Elsewhere in the essay: “This whole thing will reach 
me from somewhere else and from outside – just as 
my heart, my body, are reaching me from somewhere 
else, are a somewhere else ‘within’ me.” (Nancy 2008, 
164-5) My final thought is that we, too, for animals are 
just this “somewhere else.” Our culture is within them, 
indeed, our metaphysics of purity and separation are 
in them, even as we contaminate their beings, as we 
must, from outside. Nancy imagines his relations to his 
loved ones both before and after the transplant. 
Before it, they live with his possible absence; after it, 
they live not only with his ever-possible death or 
absence but with the strangeness of the foreign life 
that flows through him. “I am not what I am here to be 
(husband, father, grandfather, friend) without also 
being under the sign of this very general condition of  

an intruder, of various intruders who could at any 
moment take my place in the relation or 
representation to others.” (Nancy 2008, 169. 
Emphasis added.) It is not so much the case that 
another person can replace Nancy, so much as he is 
the “place” through which the life, if not the organs, 
of others, can pass. For here is Nancy’s claim: in my 
strangeness to myself, I become a stranger for others 
around me, a placeholder for their relation to 
strangeness in general, and therefore for their being 
strangers unto themselves insofar as they are put into 
contact, through the “intruders” within me, with a life 
– or stream of life – that exceeds us and on which we 
are dependent.  For Nancy, this shared life is also a
shared death: we are haunted by the absence of 
others, not when they are departed but when they are
here, “living on” as an absence of “I” through which
the life of others passes and through which it will 
someday cease to pass. 

In this exposition to foreign life, Denis reminds 
us that we ought not to exclude animals. If animals are 
capable of culture, of acting as the living media of our 
“metaphysics,” then we are responsible for that 
strangeness in them, for the ways in which they can, in 
their beings, come to incarnate human concerns. If we 
cannot maximize the manners in which we are with 
others and with animals, expanding the parameters of 
mutual freedom, perhaps we might minimize the 
exploitative ways in which we live at their expense. 
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ndré Bazin’s admiration for animals on- 
and off-screen is hard to miss. In 
Dudley Andrew’s biography on Bazin, 

mentions of animals are to be found in nearly 
every chapter. From early childhood to old age, 
Andrew tells of how Bazin “kept animals around 
him his whole life.”[1] Some of these animal 
relationships are mundane and unremarkable, 
but it is the accumulation of these experiences 
and the enduring presence of animals in Bazin’s 
life that are undeniably significant. Bazin 
frequented zoos while traveling, owned many 
pets (cats, dogs an iguana, a snake, and a 
crocodile, among others), and even once 
brought a parrot back from Brazil, describing 
the experience in a memoir.[2] Many of Bazin’s 
reviews and essays orbit around the animals 
within the films examined: his eye and pen were 
ever attuned to them, and it is difficult to 
understate the importance of animals to 
writings such as “The Virtues and Limitations of 
Montage” and “Death Every Afternoon.” Was 
Bazin’s  love  of  animals  merely  an  endearing  

 
 

 
 

biographical anecdote, or did it actually inform, 
shape, and contribute to his thoughts on 
cinema? While the literature on the animals in 
Bazin’s writings has flourished in recent years, it 
has yet to fully explore the larger guiding vision 
of Bazin’s animal ontology and its place in 
cinema. 

In his 1972 essay “The Screen of 
Fantasy,” Serge Daney writes that for André 
Bazin, the “essence of cinema is a story about 
animals.”[3] Daney’s assertion constitutes an 
answer to the question posed by Bazin himself 
by way of the title of his collection of essays and 
reviews, What Is Cinema?[4] To reduce the career 
of the prolific French film critic, whose most well-
known work is “The Ontology of the 
Photographic Image” to “a story about 
animals” may seem unfitting if not crude. But 
Daney had a point. Indeed, in the years since 
“The Screen of Fantasy” was published, interest 
in the “post-human” has extended to André 
Bazin’s love of animals. Recent publications 
have  explored  the  importance  of  animals   to 

A 

A ZOO WITHOUT WALLS: ANDRÉ 
BAZIN’S ANIMALS  

This paper explores André Bazin’s interest in animals as a concealed aesthetic of cuteness. Drawing upon the 
writings of Sianne Ngai, I explore the ways in which Bazin’s affection for animals embraced a mode of looking 
at animals that involved surrender to them and mastery over them, a cyclical “boomeranging of affect”.  
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Bazin’s writings as well to film theory in general.[5] 
That Bazin personally owned many pets 

and routinely wrote about on-screen animals is 
a well-known fact. What has received less 
attention is the way that cinema establishes a 
newly created order for animals and humans 
and how this relates to Bazin’s larger project. By 
joining together Bazin’s writings, biographical 
accounts, and other critical texts, I hope to 
identify the larger implications of Bazin’s 
cinema/animal project. In this essay, I want to 
consider the possibility that Bazin’s cinematic 
formulations are inseparable from his own 
admiration of and engagement with animals. To 
change Serge Daney’s claim into a question, in 
what ways is cinema a story about animals? 

In a notable moment in his biography, 
Andrew writes that Bazin “watched films as if 
they were animals temporarily captive.”[6] This is 
a claim to pause and reflect over, and the 
section from which it comes merits quoting in its 
entirety: 

Janine (Bazin’s wife) has said that 
reptiles fascinated him most of all 
because, despite a lifetime of study, 
he could never quite imagine how 
they experienced the world. He 
would watch them for hours and 
even imitate them, trying to feel 
what they felt, see what they saw. 
This genius for sympathetic 
imagination was the secret of his 
critical power: for a man prepared to 
invade the consciousness of an 
iguana, the consciousness of a 
Buñuel is not an impossible 
problem. He watched films as if they 
were animals temporarily captive. 
He gave to them the dignity of 
independent existence, yet he 
slipped himself inside that existence  

until, in his best moments, he 
appropriated the world of another 
consciousness and was able to 
describe its structure and rules. 

This passage reveals an important aspect of 
Bazin that has perhaps been underrecognized 
up to this point; the “sympathetic imagination” 
he is known for as a film theorist was nurtured by 
an engagement with animals. A few further 
observations come to mind: for Bazin, the 
challenges of penetrating the consciousness of 
an iguana is no less intimidating than 
attempting to get into the mind of a Buñuel film, 
and the lifelong aim for Bazin was to enter into 
the world, whether film or animal. According to 
Andrew, not only did Bazin look at films as if they 
were animals, but he learned how to watch a 
film from looking at animals. 

This apparently naive way of looking at 
animals may seem to make Bazin appear 
mawkish and immature, and Andrew warns 
against drawing such conclusions by explaining 
that Bazin’s love of animals was not just an 
“extension of his personality” but represented 
“a living emblem of the tension between 
freedom and restriction that he felt so deeply in 
his own life.”[7] While it is possible that Andrew’s 
characterization leans too overtly toward the 
melodramatic, it is clear at the very least that 
Bazin took animals seriously as an intellectual 
concern. Dudley makes clear that animals were 
not simply an academic interest, but were 
among the greatest passions in Bazin’s life. The 
section below comes at the close of the 
Andrew’s biography: 

In writing about him many people 
have been tempted to call Bazin a 
“modern Saint Francis.” With his 
reverence for the natural world, his 
personal  modesty,  and the simple 

149



standard of behavior and logic he 
applied to every event of his life, no 
matter how small, he could not help 
but spread humor, intelligence, 
and good will about him. Yet Bazin 
was neither pious nor mystical. He 
didn’t even share the security of 
Francis’s religious convictions. If the 
comparison with St. Francis is to 
hold, it must be to the Francis 
whom William Carlos Williams 
speaks of, the Francis who taught 
the animals to pray not because he 
wanted to lead them to God but 
because he wanted to become as 
natural they. In Williams’s view, it 
was only the poetry of his prayers 
which allowed Francis to stand as 
the equal of the chirping birds and 
the roaring beasts of the forest. 

Bazin in his way had to learn 
to think, to analyze, to write and 
speak so that he could feel at home 
among the animals he kept and 
feel free in the society of his day.[8] 

Andrew’s endorsement of Bazin as a man 
among the animals is undeniable. Yet, his desire 
to avoid mischaracterizing Bazin is somewhat 
puzzling if not overreaching. Are we to believe 
that Saint Francis (the patron saint of animals) 
taught the animals to pray, knowing it was 
pointless in order to be their equal? Why teach 
an animal to do something it already knows how 
to do? What could it mean that prayer comes 
naturally for animals, though it is meaningless? I 
find this unconvincing—as it relates to Saint 
Francis, but more importantly in its explanation 
of Bazin’s worldview. Claiming that Bazin lacked 
piety and “security of religious convictions” is 
not the same as presenting him as a thoroughly 
secular individual.[9] The distracting Saint Francis 
comparison notwithstanding, Andrew’s  closing  

reflection does at least make clear that Bazin’s 
teleology was one of animal understanding. I 
want to demonstrate, however, that Bazin’s 
animal affection was certainly not less 
encompassing than Andrew infers, but much 
more. We will see that these biographical 
insights are corroborated in Bazin’s writings and 
the literature that surrounds them.[10] 

For all of the contributions that the 
literature on animals has made to our 
understanding of Bazin’s work, there are 
genuine shortcomings.[11] In addition to limiting 
themselves to Bazin’s writings available in 
English, recent scholars have confused animal 
understanding with animal being and have 
overlooked Bazin’s humanism. This subtle 
distinction will become apparent as we look 
closer at some of these writings. In responding 
to these readings, I want to venture into some 
dangerous territory and attempt to speak for 
Bazin. The more I have read and considered his 
works, the more I find Bazin to actually be a bit 
lacking in his animal ethics. Given his silence on 
the subject, I can only speculate about his beliefs, 
but in many passages where contemporary 
readers would expect some reflections if not a 
defense of an animal’s ethical rights, Bazin is 
strangely silent. 

For the most part, writing on Bazin’s 
animal affection contains little insight beyond 
the conclusion that “man is a cinematic 
animal”[12] or, even more simply, that man is an 
animal. Take, for instance, Jennifer Fay’s 
attempt to place Bazin’s love of animals in 
conversation with posthumanist ethics.[13] Fay’s 
incisive survey of the animal in Bazin’s writings 
struggles to reconcile the theorist’s relationship 
to Derrida and Lévinas. She invokes the oft-cited 
story of “Derrida and his cat,”[14] but her 
coalescing of Bazin to Derrida’s “politically 
denuded life we share as animals” feels 
infelicitous, particularly since Bazin is largely 
absent   from   her   discussions  of  Derrida. She 
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Andre’ Bazin and his cat Chaplin 
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mistakenly transfers the significance of Bazin’s 
attention to animals to Derrida’s ruminations on 
his cat, in which Derrida swerves into the 
pseudo-scientific and collapses the whole of 
philosophical history on the subject. At this 
moment in her essay, Fay is far afoot and is no 
longer discussing Bazin’s ethics, but rather 
something else. 

Fay is not the only one to make such a 
reading of Bazin. Andrew and Seung-Hoon 
Jeong’s “Grizzly Ghost” makes a similar claim 
about what Bazin’s literature accomplishes with 
regard to the animal. They infer that Bazin’s 
position is that cinema is not so much a story 
about animals, but, as they borrow from Deleuze 
and Guattari, about “becoming-animal,”[15] by 
which human beings achieve a state of 
“abandoning identity and individuation.”[16] 

Whether Derrida’s cat in the bathroom 
or Bazin’s cinematic animal, I find these 
conclusions regarding “becoming animal” 
insufficient. To me, they represent a kind of 
unexpectedly Cartesian aphorism: “I think (like a 
dog) therefore, I am (a dog).” I see how it could 
be easy to make this conclusion from Bazin. In 
his essay on Umberto D, he writes, “I have no 
hesitation in stating that cinema has rarely gone 
such a long way toward making us aware of 
what it is to be a man (and also, for that matter, 
of what it is to be a dog).” This subtle reference 
to penetrating consciousness reminds us of 
Andrew’s comments about the iguana or a 
Buñuel. However, this elision of “making us 
aware of what it is to be a dog” into 
actual being is problematic.[17] For ontological 
totality does not reside in knowing what it is like 
to be a dog but in actually being one. In other 
words, the real complexity for Bazin lies not in 
cinema’s ability to transform us into animals, but 
in its ability to give what Anat Pick 
calls attention to animals.[18] If we are to further 
understand how the cinematic animal functions  

according to Bazin, this distinction between 
transformation and attention must be 
maintained. 

For all of Bazin’s love for and curiosity 
about animals, he was relentlessly a humanist. 
For example, in “Death Every Afternoon” Bazin 
does not voice any concern for the bulls in 
Braunberger’s Bullfight, but he does call the 
filming of the 1949 Shanghai assassinations of 
red “spies” an obscenity. Furthermore, 
according to Bazin, it is not the bull that dies 
every afternoon, but the toreador. It seems 
incontrovertible from this that he prioritized 
human beings above animals. Or, at the very 
least, we can say that he maintained a deep 
interest in animals while acknowledging the vast 
ontological gulf between humans and animals. 
Following the discussion of what is it is to be a 
dog, Bazin observes that “hitherto dramatic 
literature has provided us with a doubtless exact 
knowledge of the human soul.” It should be 
clear from these passages that Bazin saw the 
human soul (l’âme humaine) as of supreme 
significance.   

Another shortcoming of the English-
language literature on Bazin is that it focuses 
almost exclusively on Bazin’s English 
translations.[19] I want to shed some new light on 
the issue by calling on some reviews, essays, 
and writings that have been less frequently 
discussed due to the fact that they have never 
been published in English. 

Of his nearly 2,600 articles, reviews, and 
essays, a very small percentage have been 
translated and published in English, and so I 
want to look briefly at some hitherto 
untranslated reviews that will augment our 
understanding of Bazin and animals. In addition 
to what they reveal about the present subject, 
these writings expand our conception of what 
Bazin’s interests were, as they cover not only 
cinema     but     stop-motion     special    effects, 
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television shows, and educational scientific 
programming, among other topics.[20] I want to 
focus on a few reviews and essays mostly, 
from Radio-Cinéma-Télévision, which create a 
constellation of his acuity to the “recalcitrant 
actuality of animal being,” to borrow a phrase 
from Paul Sheehan.[21] My analysis of Bazin’s 
reviews intends to demonstrate just how 
perceptive Bazin was to the ways that animals 
could stubbornly persist in cinema.   

“De la Difficulté d’être Coco,” Bazin’s 
memoir about bringing a parrot back to France 
from Brazil, is not only comical and endearing 
but also full of insights into the writer’s attitude 
toward animals. The essay is a step-by-step 
account of the bird’s provenance. In the 
opening line of the essay Bazin admits that as 
soon as he was invited to São Paolo, he knew he 
needed to bring a parrot back with him.[22] In 
reading the account, I can’t help but notice how 
much effort Bazin exerted in taking care of his 
new pet: locating the right bird at 
various oiseleurs, making multiple visits to 
veterinarians, and getting the paperwork in 
order. In the essay, Bazin openly acknowledges 
the potential problems of bringing a South 
American bird back to Europe (both for bird and 
himself). His determination was remarkable. 
Indeed, this was not the first time Bazin made a 
potential risky animal acquisition. He tells a story 
of when he visited Verona, Italy, and saw the 
“adorable little birds massacred in the Piazza dei 
Signori” for filet. Thinking he would save a life, 
he bought one of these birds and named it 
Juliette. However, it died that night on the 
return trip to Paris, and Bazin buried it in his 
garden next to the grave of a jaybird he had for 
a few years. Bazin notes humorously, “It goes to 
show that love is not always safer than the 
kitchen.”[23] The memoir shows that Bazin saw his 
disposition towards animals as one of love. It 
was out of this love that he wanted animals to 
live alongside him and his family. His love for the 

animals led him to not only own traditional pets 
like dogs and cats, but also exotic animals like 
Coco. More important, we see that this 
dimension of Bazin's life was not an after-hours 
activity existing in a separate sphere from his 
work as a film critic, but are one and the same. 

This memoir was included in the issue 
of Cahiers du Cinéma dedicated to Bazin after 
his death. The photographs in that issue of 
Janine with Coco have appeared in various 
articles and books on Bazin, but the volume also 
includes less well-known images of his other 
pets, published next to eulogies and 
remembrances from colleagues and directors. 
For those who only know the English 
translations and seminal works, this depiction of 
Bazin’s life might seem strange, but it confirms 
to us that his life’s work was comprised of actual 

Photos of Bazin's pets featured in the memorial issue of 
Cahiers du Cinéma following his death. 
Cahiers du Cinéma no. 91 (January 1959)
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animals just as much as it was of animals on 
screen. 

Among the untranslated works are 
numerous reviews of television shows as well as 
films. These pieces are full of sarcasm and 
pronouncements that border on insulting; some 
are only a few paragraphs but still manage to 
demonstrate Bazin’s acerbic and incisive wit. 
Different in tone than the longer essays, these 
writings nevertheless provide some revelations. 
For example, Bazin’s interest in animals was not 
limited to the extant. The case for 
animals as realism is strengthened in his review 
of the feature-length documentary The Animal 
World. While Bazin lambasts Irwin Allen’s 
ambitious but ultimately disappointing film for 
its special effects of dinosaurs, he concludes his 
review by conceding that despite all its flaws, 
“the beauty of the natural world is . . . 
remarkable.”[24] This shows us that Bazin wasn’t 
shy to infuse the quotidian with ontological 
weight. In the same article,  he  praises  Frederic 

Rossif's weekly television series, C’est la vie, for 
containing the “essential” in film for its handling 
of montage. In the review you can feel just how 
voracious an appetite he had for these animal 
films; we get the sense that he was eager to see 
a film that contained animal life with some 
veracity, no matter the quality of the film itself. 
Clearly, his expectations of The Animal 
World were not met. To him, the film failed both 
as a cinematic work and a documentary of 
animals. He claims the “gag” style montage 
exposes this film for what it is: “pseudo-
scientific.” I will explore the significance of 
montage for Bazin later, but this is an instance 
where we can see a little more clearly how his 
understanding of film was informed by his 
interest in animals. 

On more than one occasion, Bazin 
expresses his disdain for the way voice-over 
commentary is used on animal programs. Here 
again, his zoology works in concert with his 
ideas   about   cinema.   He   prefers   “l’insolente 

Orft F. Rossif
La Vie des Animaux, 1952-66 
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ignorance zoologique” of Claude Darget, 
whom he likens to an announcer covering a 
wrestling match, to the “science élémentaire” 
of Stephane Pizella. Bazin makes some 
suggestions at the close of his reflections, calling 
for preparation over improvisation, with specific 
recommendations such as making sure the 
correct scientific names are used. Bazin admits 
that he is overly sensitive to these depictions of 
animals, but argues that the mishandling of the 
commentary should bother even the most 
disinterested viewers.[25] Discussing Frederic 
Rossif’s weekly television series La Vie des 
Animaux, he calls this kind of commentary 
“tripatouillage,” which can be translated as 
tampering or fiddling.[26] What irritates Bazin 
about La Vie des Animaux is that it features 
selections of footage from various programs 
and films and joins them together without citing 
sources. Despite his frustration, Bazin does offer 
suggestions of how to mitigate these problems 
of improvised commentary.[27] 

In the last review, I will mention, Bazin 
pits the “purity of intention” against the “joy of 
the result,” saying that “l’une et l’autre sont 
contestables.”[28] In this review, also of Frederic 
Rossif’s program, Bazin’s language is perhaps at 
its most severe as he calls the commentaries of 
these animal programs “Machiavellian” and a 
“violence” and wonders why television lags so 
far behind documentary cinema, as it continues 
to promote the “verbose commentary of 
fools.”[29] 

These writings enrich our understanding 
of Bazin’s animal affection. What emerges from 
them is just how strongly Bazin felt about 
animals being depicted fairly. His frustrations 
are reasonable and well argued, but his 
motivations are obscured. In reading these 
reviews, I cannot help but wonder why his 
reactions were so vehement. Why this intense 
preoccupation with animals? These reviews of 
weekly   television  shows  speak  to  a  realm  of 

imagery that is elusive in its definition and 
difficult to categorize. Animals evoke an 
ahistorical and timeless world but also a kind of 
everyday ordinariness. Somewhere in between 
kitsch and the sublime, cuteness, that 
“diminutive aesthetic,” is found, says Sianne 
Ngai.[30] Could Bazin’s interest in animals qualify 
as an exploration of cuteness? Has Bazin 
located animals somewhere between the kitsch 
and the sublime? I want to use Sianne Ngai’s 
essay on the concept of cuteness to explore the 
contours of Bazin’s concealed animal aesthetic. 
Ngai’s essay is preoccupied less with objects 
and creatures; rather she surveys a word that is 
at once ubiquitous and unknown.[31] Animals 
haunt the essay, although they are never 
explicitly addressed, and her discoveries are 
startlingly relevant for questions about Bazin’s 
interest in animals. [32] 

       I suspect that for some Bazin’s personal 
relationship to animals is mawkish, quaint, 
sentimental, and trite—or to sum up it in one 
word, cute. For some skeptics, a love of animals 
seems far removed from if not incompatible 
with the serious stuff of film theory and critical 
engagement with texts. I believe that an 
exploration of cuteness as an aesthetic category 
might help us better understand the complexity 
of André Bazin’s cinematic animal, if simply 
because Bazin is hesitant to reveal his own 
motivations and internal mechanisms. 
Therefore, I want to align cuteness’s malleability 
and muteness with Bazin’s animals. 

Ngai writes that cuteness’s origins are 
associated with the “infantile, feminine, and the 
unthreatening,”  citing the 1857 Oxford English 
Dictionary. Elsewhere she argues, “cuteness is 
an aestheticization of powerlessness.”[33] She 
continues: 

Cuteness might also be said to 
epitomize the process of affective 
“objectification”    by    which    all  
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aesthetic judgments are formed. 
In cuteness, it is crucial that the 
object has some sort of imposed-
on mien—that is, that it bears the 
look of an object unusually 
responsive to and thus easily 
shaped or deformed by the 
subject’s feelings or attitude 
toward it.[34] 

Here Ngai is speaking of fetishized commodity 
objects, specifically a frog-shaped sponge. This 
sponge is powerless and yet malleable, literally 
and figuratively. The sponge can be called cute 
because it is at once easy to manipulate, even 
deform, and the mien imposed on it by the 
subject is visible when in use. For Ngai, to 
respond to such an object is to see the sponge 
as affectively malleable. In thinking about 
malleability, if we substitute “animal” for 
“object” the passage above starts to sound like 
any number of passages by Bazin. We think of 
his remarks on Jean Tourane’s films regarding 
montage and animals: 

The set, the animals' costumes, and 
the commentary are enough to 
confer the animal a sense of 
humanity, which the illusion of 
editing will sharpen and amplify to 
the extent that it seems, at times, 
almost complete. . . . What keeps 
the film of necessary unreality is 
editing (montage), that abstract 
creator of meaning.[35] 

Is not the conference of this abstract creation of 
meaning the “mien” of the animal? Said 
differently, is not montage a means to reshape 
and deform the animal to bear our thoughts and 
feelings? 

Next to malleability, the other principal 
component    of   Ngai’s   idea   of   cuteness   is 

muteness.[36] Through a kaleidoscope of terms, 
she explains muteness as a combination of 
“exaggerated passivity” and prosopopoeia—a 
rhetorical device of speaking through another 
object, or as she explains, citing Paul de Man, 
“giving face.”[37] An object’s muteness allows for 
the subject to impose a kind of mastery over it. 
In cinema, “giving face” to animals can take a 
variety of forms, anthropomorphism (i.e. 
Tourane’s montage) being the most pervasive. 
To the extent that an animal appears to say and 
do things with humanlike qualities, mastery has 
been imposed over it. 

These dual aspects of cuteness lead to 
what Ngai calls the “boomeranging of the 
aggressive affect.” We perceive an object as 
malleable and in its muteness speak for it back 
to ourselves. There is an unexpected turn in 
Ngai’s argument, when she demonstrates that 
cuteness is not necessarily a bad a thing: 

The cute object insists on getting 
something from us (care, affection, 
intimacy) that we, in turn, feel 
compelled to give. On the one 
hand, this underscores the way in 
which all aesthetic judgments, 
however, cloaked as constative 
statements, are really performative 
utterances and, more specifically, 
demands… The subject confronting 
the cute object thus experiences a 
sense of both mastery and 
surrender.[38] 

The cute object is at once powerless and yet 
wields a kind of force over us. Ngai dignifies the 
cute and effectively cleanses it from any 
pejorative connotations. In concluding she 
succinctly states, “Art has the capacity not only 
to reflect and mystify power but also to reflect 
on and make use of powerlessness.”[39] 

Ngai’s   definition  of  cuteness creates a 
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wonderful paradox of how we might 
understand Bazin’s animal affection. Bazin at 
once decries the anthropomorphization of 
Tourane’s montage, yet these mute animals, 
whether on- or off-screen, return back to him. 
However, Ngai shows that both Tourane’s and 
Bazin’s aestheticizations of animals are 
performative.[40] Furthermore, her findings show 
us that we can exercise an imposing 
aestheticization of cuteness and that we can 
allow for the cute animal to speak back to us. 
Bazin praised cinema that allowed animals to 
remain animals. Paradoxically, I believe it was 
the muteness of animals that he most cherished 
and wanted to preserve and promote in film. To 
feel an animal’s otherness in cinema was one of 
the art form’s greatest potentialities. This is the 
great mystery of Bazin’s animal cinema, that 
animals want to get something from us and yet 
he simultaneously feels a mastery over and 
surrender to them. 

This mastery of and surrender to animals  

can be found in Bazin’s most well-known essay on 
montage, “Editing Prohibited” or “The Virtues 
and Limitations of Montage.” It is difficult to judge 
from the text whether Bazin prefers découpage 
because it preserves an animal’s realism or the 
realism of cinema itself. His extended discussion 
of the topic touches on Jean Tourane’s 
animals, White Mane (Crin Blanc), Nanook, 
Louisiana Story, and Charlie Chaplin. The essay’s 
closing sentence succinctly captures Bazin’s 
argument: “In The Circus Chaplin is truly in the 
lion’s cage and both are enclosed within the 
framework of the screen.”[41] 

Allow me to briefly explain how this 
cuteness could be correlated with this scene 
and Bazin’s ideas. The scene from Charlie 
Chaplin’s The Circus, Bazin refers to, occurs 
halfway through the film. Reportedly filmed in 
over 200 takes, the scene entails Charlie Chaplin 
accidentally wandering into the cage of a 
sleeping lion. For nearly three minutes we see 
Chaplin     try    to   find   his   way   out    of   the 

Charlie Chaplin 
The Circus, 1928 
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cage. The “framework of the screen” shows us 
a real lion, one which we in turn surrender to, 
and give our fear, reverence, awe, and 
admiration, and yet the lion "performs" and in 
the scene and is itself mastered in some way. 
What Bazin means is that the scene depicts both 
lion and Chaplin in such a manner that they had 
to have been actually together in real life. 

 While discussing Tourane’s filmed 
animals he wonders how the film might differ if 
the animals actually performed the tricks, 
writing, “We would no longer be concerned 
with the story but rather with something 
imaginary to something real. In other words, it 
would pass from something imaginary to 
something real.”[42] He later says at the 
conclusion of this discussion, “It is the aspects of 
this reality that dictate the cutting.”[43] Clearly for 
Bazin the animals do more than serve as an 
illustration. The question of whether a love of 
animals leads Bazin to a defense of découpage 
or if découpage helps him to better understand 
animals is not easily resolved. What is clear, 
however, is that Bazin’s dissatisfaction with 
montage stems from the fact that it refuses to 
allow the animal to remain an animal. 

For Bazin, the presence of an animal on 
screen maximizes the ability of cinema to 
function as an index—particularly when 
découpage gives way to montage. Montage 
detracts from the integrity of the animals and 
the veracity of the film, or has Ngai might put it, 
montage lacks the boomerang return of affect. 
Other writers have identified this cinematic 
animal as a “rupture”[44] and argued that it 
“resist[s] metaphorization.”[45] What more can 
be said about this cinematic animal than that it 
ruptures our vision and resists domesticity? Of 
Bazin’s animal cinema, Seung-Hoon Jeong says 
the camera invites us as a subject into this 
“ontological battleground” and that 
“spectatorship   would   then  turn from fetishism 

into participation.”[46] We inhabit the same space 
as the animal before us. “Watching a film as if it 
were animal temporarily captive,” as Andrew 
described Bazin’s attention to animals, turns the 
cinema into a kind of zoo without walls—or, as 
Anat Pick puts it, “a zoomorphic stage that 
transforms all living beings—including 
humans—into creatures.” How did Bazin look at 
these captive animals? Perhaps, with slight 
modification, we now can see that Serge 
Daney’s claim of cinema being a story about 
creatures has found its coherence. For Bazin 
cinema is not just a place of spectatorship, nor 
is it a place where we become animal—it is a 
venue where animals can be seen and heard, 
where they are mastered and yet master us. All 
of this is a way to say that the animal remains 
cute.  
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“Comment” and his poem “St. Francis Einstein of the 
Daffodils,” Andrew’s conclusion seems out of step with 
Williams, and more importantly for our purposes, with Bazin. 

[9] It bears mentioning that among those who compared Bazin
to Saint Francis was his friend François Truffaut in
the Cahiers issue after Bazin’s death.

[10] Joining biographical information with critical texts can be
a tightrope walk, but, as I will show, the texts warrant it.

[11] I am referring to English-language literature since a
comprehensive survey would be beyond the scope of this
paper.

[12] Seung-Hoon Jeong and Dudley Andrew, “Grizzly
Ghost: Herzog, Bazin and the Cinematic Animal,” Screen 49:1
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Bazin’s thoughts on adventure films rather than animals
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