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BOOKS: NATURAL HISTORY

Cinemas of the Wild

Thomas Lovejoy

ildlife films are such a fixture on
Wtelevision that it will probably

come as a surprise to many that
in the past such documentaries actually
played—and played to large audiences—in
movie theatres. Rachel Carson’s The Sea
Around Us was transformed into an Acad-
emy Award-winning 1952 feature film,
and through the 1950s and 1960s a major
activity of the Disney studios was a series
of wildlife movies

including Nature's
Half Acre, Beaver
Valley, and The Afri-
can Lion. To an as-
piring naturalist like
myself, these films
were deeply fasci-
nating and inspiring.

Wildlife Films
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Two recent books,
Wildlife Films and
Reel Nature, place these cinematographic
portrayals of wildlife and nature in the con-
text of their long and rich history.

Bousé, a film-

maker whose book

Reel Nature .
America's Romance || derives from the
with Wildlife on Film || doctoral disserta-
by Gregg Mitman tion he wrote at the

University of Penn-
sylvania’s Annen-
berg School for
Communication,
examines the genre
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of natural history
films from their 19th-century origins to to-
day’s IMAX productions. Mitman, a profes-
sor of the history of science at the Universi-
ty of Oklahoma, focuses principally on the
interval between the 1910 Roosevelt in
Africa on Teddy’s African safari and such re-
leases as Flipper and Born Free in the
1960s. The two books complement one an-
other, and Mitman, in particular, writes well.
Both authors present many intriguing de-
tails. For example, Mitman observes that it
was the lack of financial success of Disney’s
animated films Bambi, Fantasia, and Pinoc-
chio that led to Disney’s “True-Life Adven-
ture” series, the first of which, Seal Island,
won an Academy Award. Moving pictures
themselves were in part the product of an in-
terest in natural science dating to the early
1870s and Eadweard Muybridge’s attempts

The author is at the Smithsonian Institution, SI 463,
1000 Jefferson Drive, SW, Washington, DC 20560,
USA. E-mail: tlovejoy@worldbank.org

5 JANUARY 2001

to study animal motion (beginning with his
images of Leland Stanford’s horse Occident
trotting). Anyone interested in the subse-
quent course of interactions between natural
history and motion pictures will find
Bousé’s chronology of highlights, presented
in an appendix, particularly useful.

Through virtually the entire history of
wildlife films, there has been a tension be-
tween the arts of presentation and the reality
that science seeks to document and explain.
Given the widespread appreciation that a
time-lapse sequence represents reality in all
but the sense of total screen time, and the ac-
ceptance of musical elements in soundtracks
as a nonintrusive artistic touch, one first won-
ders why so much attention is paid to this
tension. Aren’t the makers of documentary
film doing their best to present the “reality”
of nature? Yet the situation is more complex
than that question allows. At any given mo-
ment, there is a wide variation in the extent to
which documentary films use artistic or fic-
tional techniques, and there certainly has
been even greater
variation over the his-
tory of wildlife film.
The debates about the
extent to which art
and technology can
intrude on reality will
be a perpetual adjunct
to the medium.

Of the two books,
Reel Nature is by far
the richer. Despite be-
ing more confined to
the American strands
of the story than is
Wildlife Films, Mit-
man’s book treats its
subject in the broader
context of natural sci-
ence, living collec-
tions, and conserva-
tion. So, for example,
one finds extensive
discussions of the role
of film in the devel-
opment of the science
of animal behavior by
Nobel laureates Kon-
rad Lorenz and Niko
Tinbergen, as well as
the dramatic narrative
of ethologist Julian
Huxley’s pioneering
The Private Life of
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the Gannet (1934), which was produced by
Alexander Korda (one of the most prominent
British filmmakers between the wars).

Film clearly played a major role in the ac-
tivities of the New York Zoological Society,
the American Museum of Natural History,
and-the Conservation Foundation. One of the
towering figures in Mitman’s account is the
conservationist Fairfield Osborn, whose own
story begs for a full biographical treatment.
There is also fascinating coverage of the ef-
forts of William Burden, who traveled to the
Dutch East Indies in 1926 to film and capture
Komodo dragons and who subsequently had a
great deal to do with the inclusion of animal
behavior in the research and exhibit activities
of the American Museum. And Mitman in-
cludes a forgotten chapter in conservation his-
tory in which Osborn and Laurance Rocke-
feller tried to establish a wild-game park at
Jackson Hole that would make it easier for the
public to énjoy a wildlife experience. The is-
sue of what is reality arises repeatedly in Mit-
man’s chapters: in the films themselves and in
the contexts of national park management and
the presentation of wild animals in zoological
gardens and marine exhibits. Like Bousé,
Mitman concludes that the artistic element
present in the making of nature films in-
evitably reflects, at least to some extent, the
values of contemporary society.

BROWSINGS

= Science Is Fiction. The
Films of Jean Painlevé.
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Marina McDougall, Eds.;
with Brigitte Berg. MIT
Press, Cambridge, 2000.
231 pp. $39.95, £24.95.
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A pioneer creator, ex-
hibitor, and advocate of
cinema that popularized
science, Painlevé fused art
and documentary in over
200 short films on such
subjects as male seahorses
giving birth and the mating
habits of hermaphroditic
molluscs. His depictions of
marine life and animal be-
havior were often set to
avant-garde scores and
were greatly admired by his
Surrealist contemporaries.
This volume comprises a
short biographical essay,
critical writings on and by
the filmmaker, and stills
from some of his celebrated
works, including The Love
Life of the Octopus (1965).
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Both books would have been enriched
with additional treatment of the British Broad-
casting Corporation’s Natural History Unit
(brought to a pinnacle by David Attenbor-
ough) and the extraordinary role it has played
in the medium (worldwide and in the United
States). Mitman criticizes some of the films
he discusses for showing nature absent human
interaction, and he worries that this approach
can encourage a sense that we are apart from
nature. Bousé goes further and asserts that the
medium has had little effect on raising public
consciousness and concern about conserva-
tion. As the “founder” of the Public Broad-
casting System’s Nature series, I can attest to

-numerous examples of people whose lives

have been motivated by the medium. Interest-
ingly, what we had initially conceived as a
hard-hitting series about the real state of na-
ture remained no more than an idea through
lack of funding; we concluded later that such
a grim recipe would have lasted little more
than a year. Nature is now in its 19th year.
Nonetheless, serious research on what
best motivates audiences of natural history
films is an important priority. As profession-
als, makers of nature films are greatly con-
cerned about the precarious state of the natu-
ral world and how their medium can redress
the situation. It is fitting, though quite sad,
that ARKive (an institution -created by the

- BBCs great producer Christopher Parsons) is
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assembling at Bristol many of the wonderful
film images, so that future generations can at
least vicariously experience endangered and
extinct species and threatened habitats.

BOOKS: EVOLUTION

Games Cichlids Play

Amy McCune

fishes in the three Great Lakes of East

Africa is an extraordinary evolutionary
phenomenon. In species richness, pheno-
typic diversity, endemism, and rates of spe-
ciation, African cichlids undeniably dwarf
more famous radiations, such as Hawaiian
Drosophila and Darwin’s finches. (I have of-
ten thought it lucky that Darwin faced only
14 finches in the Galapagos Islands rather
than the 1400 cichlids in the African rift
lakes.) These remarkable and captivating ani-
mals are the subject of George Barlow’s new
book, The Cichlid Fishes.

Despite the book’s general title, Barlow
strongly emphasizes reproductive behavior
and parental care over many other fascinat-
ing topics in cichlid biology. After a general

The explosive diversification of cichlid
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introduction to cichlids (from Africa and
elsewhere) and a brief review of jaw me-
chanics and feeding, there are nine chapters
devoted almost entirely to various aspects of
the fishes’ reproductive behavior.

mouthing the male’s anal fin, whereby eggs.in
her mouth are fertilized. Experiments by Eva
Hert, however, suggest that egg spots are not
necessary for fertilization; rather they attract

females and stimulate egg pro-

Two final chapters concern spe- | The Cichlid Fishes | duction. After considering these
ciation and conservation. Nature's Grand results and the relevant compar-

At first glance, the book may Experiment in ative natural history, Barlow dis-
appear to be intended for the Evolution sects additional explanations of
aquarium enthusiast. The text is by George W. Barlow egg spot functions and then

engaging and easy to read, and it
is supplemented with handsome
color plates. Anyone who has kept
fish will be fascinated by the inter-
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leaves the reader with many
questions to ponder. Do females
associate more with males hav-
ing more egg spots? Does hav-
ing more egg spots increase the

munication, mating, and parental

care in cichlids. The chapter titles are some-
times more jazzy than informative: Mate
recognition is treated in “Mating Gets Person-
al,” and if you want to know about sexual se-
lection and mate choice, check out “Beauty Is
Only Fin Deep.” Most chapters begin with an
anecdote (often of human behavior) to intro-
duce a concept pertinent to cichlid biology.
And Barlow generally does a good job ex-
plaining relevant behavioral theory
for a lay audience.

But professional biologists should
not be fooled; there is plenty to inter-
est them. The book’s real strength lies
in the numerous, often first-hand ac-
counts of cichlid behavior and natural
history. Many of these originate with
Barlow himself, or with his graduate
students and postdoctoral associates.
The author’s lifelong enthusiasm for
cichlid watching, both in the field and
in the laboratory, is amply conveyed
and contagious. Aquarists have long
enjoyed the complexities of cichlid
behavior, and now they and non-
ichthyological biologists will share the oppor-
tunity to appreciate these behaviors in an evo-
lutionary context. For example, some biolo-
gists may be surprised to learn of the extent to
which cichlids care for their young. Some sub-
strate spawners provide biparental care; in oth-
er species, one parent protectively broods eggs
and fry in their mouths. One might think the
latter habit would effectively deter hungry
predators, but the field observation of a
mouth-brooding female being rammed and
forced to expel her fry is a vivid reminder of
the trophic resourcefulness so characteristic of
these fish.

Particularly valuable is Barlow’s emphasis
on answering questions through experiment, as
exemplified by his discussion of egg dummies
on the fins of males. In some mouth brooders,
the female will spawn and then turn to pick up
the eggs in her mouth even before the male has
had a chance to fertilize them. The pigmented
spots, which match eggs in color and size, on
the anal fins of males in some species were
first interpreted as a ploy to trick females into

number of offspring a male fa-
thers? In this case and many others, the abun-
dance of uncertainties and questions leaves a
stimulating trail of ideas for future research.

In the chapter on speciation, “Cichlid Fac-
tories,” Barlow seems much more certain of
the answers. Elsewhere, research questions
bubble to the surface as he reviews empirical
evidence; here he doggedly fits data into a
traditional scenario for cichlid evolution

Faux eggs. Many colorful reef-dwelling mbuna of Lake
Malawi, such as this Metriaclima zebra, possess egg spots
on the anal fin.

based on a Mayrian view of allopatric specia-
tion. Speciation is seen only as a by-product
of divergence between populations living in
different microhabitats; the scenario thus dif-
fers little from that promulgated by Fryer and
Tles in their classic The Cichlid Fishes of the
Great Lakes of Africa (Oliver and Boyd, Ed-
inburgh, 1972). However, the last decade has
witnessed increasing theoretical and empiri-
cal support for the efficacy of sympatric spe-
ciation (sometimes involving sexual selec-
tion), in fishes (including cichlids) as well as
other animals. Given this burgeoning litera-
ture, the question of the mechanism or, more
likely, the mechanisms of speciation respon-
sible for the spectacular African cichlid radia-
tions remains wide open.

Overall, The Cichlid Fishes is a lively read
in natural history for general readers and pro-
fessionals alike. Behaviorists, ichthyologists,
and evolutionary biologists will find, for dif-
ferent reasons, Barlow’s book a stimulating
and controversial work that deserves discus-
sion and scrutiny.
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