
 

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).  
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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 
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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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