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Introduction 

In the beginning there was light, then earth, plant, animals, and the ‘special’ animal, the human. Us. 

We are the species that believe that we are different compared to the other animals on earth. And 

actually it is true, because we divide our world into two main categories: Nature and Culture. How do 

we then define culture? 

 

The word culture derives from the Latin word cultura which means cultivation, the modification of 

Nature to satisfy the need of human life, for example plowing a field, growing plants that are useful to 

us. Simply, you can say that culture is nature associated with human action. Then what about nature, 

what does it mean? For us, it is something outside, something non-human. So, when we try to 

understand and interpret ‘natural’ phenomena, we also actively place these phenomena in ‘nature’, and 

these interpretations or renderings tell just as much about ourselves as of nature. 

 

The rendering of nature has a history as long as the human race. To interpret those renderings or 

depictions a tool is needed, and the tool I chose is the theory of Psychoanalysis and, in particular, the 

concept psychological projection.  

Psychological projection describes a psychological defense mechanism where a person 

subconsciously denies a part of himself that is then ascribed to the outside world, usually to other 

people. So, projection involves the belief that ‘the other’ – people, animal or objects – are the origin of 

your own feelings. 

 

“Projection reduces anxiety by allowing the expression of the unwanted unconscious 

impulses or desires without letting the conscious mind recognize them. An example of this 

behavior might be blaming another for self failure. The mind may avoid the discomfort of 

consciously admitting personal faults by keeping those feelings unconscious, and by 

redirecting libidinal satisfaction by attaching, or ‘projecting,’ those same faults onto another 

person or object.”1 

 

For example when a person does something negative, like killing another human being, it is 

sometimes referred to as a “beastly” act. By using that word we try to place the “killing” that we see 

as unwanted, outside ourselves, and instead project it on nature.  

 

                                                 
1  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological_projection 



A few other psychoanalytical concepts that can be relevant in order to understand the rendering of 

nature and the relation between nature and culture are mirroring and affective attunement. They 

explain the child’s early development, especially in relation to their parents (in developmental 

psychology literature parent is often called “the mother”). Children are born without language and 

identity, but they have an inherent ability to mimic their environment and in particular the behavior 

and facial expressions of their parents.2. The parent in turn mimics the child’s behavior and facial 

expressions. This is the first basic communication, the child smiles, and the parent smiles back. 

When this relationship has been established, the child has obtained a new tool: The ability to 

“mirror” him- or herself in the parent. As with the smiling, the child develops an understanding of 

the face-expressions and couples them together with certain feelings. For example is smiling 

connected to happiness, and through such bonds the child’s “sense of the self” is construed. As the 

psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott explains: “What does the child when it sees the mother’s face? My 

thought is that the child usually sees himself. In other words, the mother looks at child and reflects 

what she sees in it.”3 

The child’s self-image is constructed through the mirror-images he gets in relation to his parents. 

When the parent is responding that the child comes to see its own contours. Even when parents don’t 

respond, the mirroring takes place. If a child is neglected it can interpret it as it is his fault and also feel 

responsible for the particular problems of the parent which causes the neglecting behavior. This creates 

a negative self-image, and if it’s not corrected, it will affect the child as an adult.4 

When the child and the parent have established this fundamental relationship, they reciprocally 

develop what is called “projective identification”. This is when the child uses the parent to facilitate a 

feeling that he doesn’t have the ability to process (basically everything in that age.) For example, if the 

child is sad, that feeling can “invade” the parent in a way so that the parent feels like it is he or she who 

is sad. The parent then unconsciously analyzes the feeling and gives the processed feeling back to the 

child by explaining why he or she is sad and how to fix it.5 

 

These theories are intended to be applied to individual humans, but the basic principals can be used to 

understand humans on a collective and cultural level. For example, by applying them to the traces of 

now lost cultures we can get a hint of their ideas. The traces are not many, mostly rock and dirt, but in 

                                                 
2  Leif Havnesköld och Pia Risholm Mothander, Utvecklingspsykologi: psykodynamisk teori i nya perspektiv (Stockholm: 

Liber, 1995), 147. 

3  D. W. Winnicott, Lek och verklighet (Stockholm: Natur och kultur, 1981), 148. 

4 Marta Cullberg Weston, ”Självbilder styr hur vi mår i livet”, DN, 5 november 2007. 

http://www.svd.se/nyheter/idagsidan/psykologi/sjalvbilder-styr-hur-vi-mar-i-livet_477467.svd 

5 Thomas H. Ogden, Projektiv identifikation och psykoterapeutisk teknik (Stockholm: Natur och kultur, 1987), 28. 



some cases there are images left that can give us a clue about how those people lived and, not least, 

how they related to nature. These images are also the first renderings of nature.  

 

Rendering of nature 

Maybe the oldest renderings of nature are rock carvings and paintings, a kind of image that has existed 

in most cultures over the world. For example in Sweden you find the 6000 year old rock cravings at 

Nämforsen, a large river in Ångermanland. On the rocks around a large hydroelectric plant there are 

about 1400 rock carvings, primarily depicting elks. 6000 years ago the elk was an important food 

source, and therefore had a central role in the culture. If the elk hunt went bad people would starve, so 

in this way the elk was as the object of both security and anxiety. 

 

    The Elk Rock Carvings at Nämforsen 

 

The hunters might have imagined that it if they carve the picture of the elk into the rock, maybe as part 

of a ceremony, they would get better luck in hunting. So, by projecting the elk image on the rock, they 

also projected their hope and anxiety, and by doing so they invested these feelings in an exterior object 

and therefore also felt safer. In such a case, the nature serves as a mirror for the human beings on which 

we can project our problems. It works as a reference point in the process of the creating of our identity, 

and thus can nature be compared to the parent, and we, the human beings, to the child. 

We, the social animal, project our feelings onto what we call nature (parent), like in the case of the 



elk the feeling of security stable food supply gives. The elk then serves as a kind of “feedback” from 

the parent (nature) to us which confirms our place in the world and mirrors our behavior in the same 

way as the parent mirrors the child. The conclusion that we can make is that humans reflect themselves 

in nature in order to identify their own behavior and that the image of nature is a part of that process.  

 

Rendering of nature has a history that stretches from the rock carvings to today’s high-definition nature 

films, and the projecting is still going strong. In some cases the creator is fully aware of the projections 

they make, as in the film Le Vampire (1943) by the French film maker Jean Painlevé where nature is 

used as backdrop for a political punch. 

 Le Vampire is about the Brazilian vampire bat. The film starts off with images of count Orlok from 

F.W Murneau’s film Nosferatu (1922) and Painlevé compares Nosferatu with the vampire bat that is 

placed in a aquarium together with a guinea pig. The bat walks around the guinea pig, attacks and starts 

to suck blood from it. Made during the Nazi occupation of France, Le Vampire is truly an Anti-Nazi 

Film where the vampire (the Nazi) sucks out the blood of the guinea pig (Europe). In the end of the 

film the political allegory becomes entertainingly obvious when the Vampire bat flips out its right wing 

like a Hitler salute and the voice over comments it “the salute of the Vampire”. 

Later, Painlevé was put on Gestapo’s blacklist and they were searching for him in Paris, but luckily 

enough he had escaped to the north of Spain, avoiding imprisonment. 

 

Jean Painlevé was one of the first nature film makers. As an unhappy medicine student he changed 

to biology and made his first underwater nature film as early as 1928. At that point of time the 

cinematic art was young, and had not been divided into fiction and documentary, and Painlevé films are 

blending these genres.  



                Nosferatu, the original vampire 

 

          The Vampire bat 



                 The salute of the vampire 

 

In the film Acera, or the Witches’ Dance (1972) Painlevé alludes on human group sex when a species of 

mollusks forms into a mating chain of five individuals. The camera pans over the contracting, swollen 

bodies and zooms in when the mollusks insert their reproduction organs into the next-in-line. A clear 

case of human sexuality projected onto animals.  

         Sex chain 



           Tender bodies 

 

           Mollusks pornography  



 

In general nature film has the reputation of being objective and scientific and if a nature film would be 

discovered as a fraud, there would be a public outcry. But this belief can be very problematic.  

Hillevi Ganetz, Professor in Gender Science at the University of Stockholm, has made a study of nature 

film from 1959 to the present. The films were primly about elks and lions, “the king of the forest” and 

“the king of the savanna”. Ganetz means that the nature film confirms gender roles and current moral 

values of society and that nature film projects human moral onto animal sexuality: approved sex is 

between a male and female in accordance with traditional heterosexual values, and sex between same-

sexed animal is looked upon as something abnormal.  

 

“In a nature film two female lions have sex with each other. The narrator suggests that one 

of the females is in heat and that she courts the younger female because there is no male 

around. Is that how we should also interpret lesbians, that they have sex with each other 

because of the absence of men?”6 

  

This make nature films the equivalent of our ancestors’ rock carvings. Also in the nature films humans 

try to find a mirror image to confirm their ideas about the world. We, the human beings, are a kind of 

permanent teenagers, constantly trying another way in to find our identity. 

Most of this mirroring is canalised by the nature film narrator. The typical narrator is always certain 

and precise and leave no room for interpretations, thus forcing meaning on the images. But if we for a 

moment focus on the visuality and the sound of the nature film it will be apparent that it is a backdrop 

for projections.  

 In a section of the newly made super hi-crisp BBC life production Deep Oceans, which is about 

deep sea creatures, we encounter the Vampyroteuthis infernalis, also known as the “the Vampire squid 

from hell”. A deep sea squid that has its name from its red skin and fleshy spikelike outgrowths. The 

camera sweeps over the squids red skin and spikes accompanied by a deep uncanny sound. The camera 

cuts to an overview and the squid is floating weightless in the black and empty void.  

 

The visual language that is used is obviously taken from a horror movie about devils and hell, just like 

the title itself connotes a religious interpretation that is projected onto the animals.  

                                                 
6 Hillevi Ganetz, ”Naturfilm befäster könsrollerna”, Dagens Nyheter, 23 januari 2003. http://www.dn.se/insidan/insidan-

hem/naturfilm-befaster-konsrollerna 



   The Vampire squid floating in the void. 

                          

The sea spider 

 

 



Another deep sea creature is called the “Sea spider”. It floats in the void, flapping with its antennas, 

eating small organic waste fallen from the ocean surface. To emphasize the uncannyness of the creature 

the sound designer has accompanied the images with an eerie crawling sound that lies somewhere 

between sound and music. In the real world the sea spider are most likely mute. Basically the sound 

mirrors how we humans interpret spiders and insects – eerie. 

 

Researchers from the California Institute of Technology have found that our brain reacts differently on 

different animals. We cuddle with puppies and get disgusted by cockroaches. This behavior originates 

from the Amygdala – in evolutionary terms an older primitive part of the brain that is the center of our 

most basic feelings, both positive and negative. The scientists have discovered that this part of the brain 

is tuned to recognize animals. By monitoring the test person’s brain with a MRI-scan (magnetic 

resonance imaging) and showing him different pictures they could conclude that the Amygdala didn’t 

react on pictures of buildings but indeed responded to pictures of animals. There was no reaction to a 

picture of Julia Roberts, but the Amygdala responded to a picture of a Golden Retriever. Interestingly 

enough test persons reacted on an imaginary character like Yoda from the movie Star wars, thus 

thinking Yoda was an animal.7  

So, the conclusion is that we cannot make an objective interpretation of animals, both because our 

cultural heritage and the physical structures of our brain. But if we can’t trust ourselves in making 

balanced interpretations of our environment, how should we relate to nature films and other images of 

nature? Should we stop making them, or create a kind of police that monitor us and send us letters 

every time we are projecting stuff on nature? Probably not. All this is part of us and we need it to 

calibrate our brain to our inner and outer surroundings. I think instead we should embrace it, make 

stupid, inaccurate humanistic interpretations of animals and gorge ourselves in fictionalized nature 

films. But we should always be prepared to discover that it is us we are dealing with – not with nature. 

 

I like to end with a quote from Jean Painlevé: 

 

”We are obliged to use anthropomorphism because otherwise we could not appropriate 
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7 Roland Johansson, ”Vi har djur på hjärnan”, Dagens Nyheter, 18 september 2011. 

 http://www.dn.se/nyheter/vetenskap/vi-har-djur-pa-hjarnan 

8    From the film Science Is Fiction: Jean Painlevé through His Films, French Television Reries 1988, The Criterion             

Collection. 


