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Interview:
Lucien Castaing-Taylor
and Verena Paravel,
directors of Leviathan

These two anthropologists and 
filmmakers won the Michael Powell 
Award for their bold documentary 
Leviathan at this year’s Edinburgh 
Film Festival. Set on a trawler in 
the seas off the New England coast 
it’s a memorable immersion into the 
fishing industry. 

How did you decide on the title of 
the film? It hints at themes and a 
socio-historical context beyond the 
documentary itself. 
Leviathan was just our provisional, 
working title. Somehow it 
stuck.  We’re both wary of over-
explaining the film or the title. Both 
because, as Alain Cavalier once said, 
‘it’s next to impossible to make a 
film that’s equal to the intelligence 
of its spectators,’ also because it’s 
precisely the intelligences of its 
spectators that make a film.  

You used innovative methods to 
capture the images and sound. 
Was there a lot of risk involved in 
this approach? Did you expect the 
final results? 
The biggest risk is slavishly, 
formulaically repeating what one 
has done before. Cinema, like all 
art, only advances by overthrowing 
received conventions, in order to 
reveal the world anew. We tried to do 
this with both image and sound. In 

this case, we were after, in the image 
track, a new coupling of objectivity 
and subjectivity that had not 
occurred before in cinema. And we 
wanted the sound to be as immersive 
and intense, as acoustically untamed 
and monstrous as the image, and 
as the sea, boat, and elements are 
themselves in reality.  

You both have backgrounds as 
anthropologists yet people feature 
only occasionally in Leviathan – 
was that a deliberate decision?  
Yes.  Anthropologists suffer 
from various maladies, including 
an excessive attachment to 
humanity, and also a terribly 
debilitating respect for meaningful 
propositionality.

Do you find contradictions 
in working in the area where 
observational documentary and 
experimental film meet?  
Plenty, otherwise we wouldn’t be 
working there. The challenge is not 
to solve the contradictions, but to 
create new ones. 



Leviathan:

the film that lays bare 
theapocalyptic world of fishing 

By Philip Hoare

Leviathan is an extraordinary 
collision of genres: an art film made 
by a pair of British and French 
anthropologists that works as a 
stupendous cinematic spectacle. 
Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Verena 
Paravel – founders of Harvard’s 
radically interdisciplinary Sensory 
Ethnography Lab – set out to make 
a film based in New Bedford, the 
“whaling city” of New England 
and the historic background for 
Herman Melville’s 1851 novel 
Moby-Dick. But they then became 
increasingly fascinated by the city’s 
contemporary status as a fishing port. 

Sailing on an 80ft-foot “dragger”, 
FV Athena, to the Grand Banks 
fishing grounds of the open Atlantic, 
Castaing-Taylor and Paravel 
equipped themselves and the crew 
with miniature GoPro cameras – new 
HD technology that has become 
beloved of documentary film-
makers. The result, a dialogue-free 
90-minute tumult of long takes and 
jump-cut editing, throws the viewer 
into a nausea-making, overturned 
world so vivid that it’s hard to 
believe its scenes are real and not a 
clever CGI construction.

With the fish-eye cameras strapped 

to their heads, the film-makers and 
crew recorded the raging midnight 
seas from which are hauled the fish 
and scallops that will end up on 
china plates and linen tablecloths in 
smart restaurants. Remorselessly, 
they expose every aspect of this 
visceral business – often conducted 
in the dark, out of sight of land, on 
trips lasting up to 18 days. It is a 
weird otherworld, filled with bug-
eyed fish slathering over the decks, 
clanking rusty chains and hooded 
figures like medieval torturers, all 
perpetually doused by the rising 
Atlantic.

Shrieking gulls plunge up from the 
dawn-slashed sky in vertiginous, 
inverted scenes as the cameras 
tumble upside-down. Starfish float 
beneath the surface like coral-
coloured confetti. On deck, scarred, 
tattooed men eviscerate fish dragged 
up from the depths. In one shocking 
sequence, a skate dangles from a 
chain as its wings, the only edible 
parts, are excised – a scene not far 
from the notorious trade in definned 
sharks. Meanwhile, an indeterminate 
heavy-metal track grinds out from a 
radio, sounding more like the knell 
of an aquatic apocalypse.

These saturated, sublime images 
bear little comparison to any other 
film; rather, they evoke the work of 
artists such as Winslow Homer and 
JMW Turner. In fact, by attaching 
21st-century cameras to themselves 
and the crew of the Athena, the 



directors were re-enacting Turner’s 
legendary feat, when he had his body 
lashed to the mast of a Harwich boat 
for four hours to experience a storm 
at sea face-to-face and thus render it 
in oil.

Indeed, Turner was a major influence 
on Melville: Chapter 3 of Moby-
Dick, set in a New Bedford inn, 
opens with a description of a “boggy, 
soggy, squitchy” painting, “enough 
to drive a nervous man distracted” – 
clearly an echo of Turner’s whaling 
scenes, which Melville had seen 
on his visit to London in 1849, just 
before writing his book. In turn, the 
same watery themes run through the 
current Aquatopia show at Tate St 
Ives, which is showing Turner’s fishy 
watercolours and his monumental 
Sunrise with Sea Monsters.

But above all, the brute force of 
Leviathan is itself a reflection – or 
perhaps a refraction – of modern-day 
New Bedford, a city with which I’ve 
become familiar on my own work 
in New England. New Bedford’s 
whaling heyday came in the first 
half of the 19th century, when the 
slaughter of thousands of cetaceans 
was undertaken on voyages lasting 
up to five years, mired in whale 
oil, blubber and blood, with men 
returning sometimes owing money 
to their masters. Paradoxically, the 
trade was largely run by peace-
loving Quakers (who also gave 
refuge to runaway slaves – New 
Bedford was an important stop 

on the Underground Railroad that 
allowed many slaves fleeing the 
South to escape).

The contrast between their placid 
faith and the bloody butchery which 
sustained them was just one of the 
tensions that coursed through this 
place and its conflicted relationship 
to the sea. The walls of the local 
Seamen’s Bethel, a timber-framed 
chapel high overlooking New 
Bedford’s harbour, are still mortared 
with memorials to men who died at 
sea – both then, and now, as mirrored 
by the on-screen “memorial” to lost 
New Bedford vessels at the end of 
Castaing-Taylor and Paravel’s film, 
testament to the fact that the crew of 
Athena deal daily with a similar fate.

Like Moby-Dick, Leviathan reflects 
an industrial reality more than a 
maritime romance. Just as Ahab’s 
ship was crewed from around the 
world, so New Bedford’s whaling 
ships brought Azoreans and 
Portuguese, black Cape Verdeans 
and others to its port; amazingly, 
64% of the population of the eastern 
seaboard of Massachusetts have 
Azorean or Portuguese blood. But 
as whaling declined, fishing took 
over – an equally deadly occupation, 
suffering the highest fatalities of any 
industry in the US.

Despite concerns over diminishing 
stocks (Leviathan’s tip to this 
ecological concern is a cast list that 
includes the Latin binomials of every 
non-human species seen in the film, 



from Gadus morhua, cod, to Puffinus 
gravis, the greater shearwater), 
New Bedford remains the leading 
US fishing port, with more than 
three hundred boats landing $300m 
(£186m) worth of fish and scallops a 
year. Its cultural mix continues – half 
its fishermen were born outside the 
US – and the wharves are still lined 
with ranks of rusty vessels. This 
place still has a tough reputation as 
a maritime version of the Wild West: 
hard-bitten men I know who have 
worked there testify to high drug use 
and arbitary violence in and around 
the port. It’s no coincidence that the 
1988 film The Accused, in which 
the young female character played 
by Jodie Foster is raped on a billiard 
table, was set in New Bedford.

In contrast, the historic district 
of the city – block after block of 
extravagant mansions built by 
whaling captains, “harpooned and 
dragged up hither from the bottom 
of the sea” as Melville wrote – has 
been deemed a National Historical 
Park. Yet there is little gentrification 
here. The sense of a working place is 
explicit, tangible.

And just as you can smell the diesel, 
the salt water, and the fish guts in 
Leviathan, so the film’s astoundingly 
kinetic, utterly physical aesthetic 
reflects this inheritance, one that 
turned an “academic” exercise into 
a physical one. “We started off 
intending to make a film about the 
sea and fishing, in which one would 

never see the sea, or any fishing,” 
Castaing-Taylor and Paravel told 
me. “But once we started going out 
to the Grand Banks, landlubbing 
life, even in New Bedford, seemed 
too familiar, too pat, too predictable. 
Finally, we decided to jettison land 
altogether.”

That was easier said than done. 
Although both directors had spent 
time at sea before, “we hadn’t 
expected Lucien to get so violently 
sea-sick, more or less knocked 
out for the first 24 to 48 hours of 
every voyage”. Even then, the anti-
emetics caused Castaing-Taylor to 
see double – which might account 
for the nightmarish quality of the 
film. Paravel also damaged her back, 
necessitating an emergency visit to 
the hospital.

During shooting, the film-makers 
kept the same punishing shifts as 
the boat crew, working 20 out of 24 
hours. “One of us often had to tie 
themselves to the boat, then hold on 
to to the other, to stabilise the camera 
and/or stop them falling overboard.” 
They had to avoid being submerged 
by nets full of fish, crustacean, mud 
and rocks. “As greenhorns, we 
also had to take more care than the 
fishermen not to be hit on the head 
by flying winches and chains.”

All the while, they were reading 
Moby-Dick, “screaming it out loud 
at each other, by turns in French 
and English, on the bow, on the way 
back into port”. Castaing-Taylor and 



Paravel felt licenced by the book’s 
“universality, monumentalism and 
unruliness, its thematisation of 
brutality and violence, between men 
but especially between humanity and 
the sea.”

Above all, it was the chaotic 
arrangement of the book – which 
seems to reflect Melville’s madness 
as much as that of Captain Ahab – 
that infused their work. The result is 
a much more than an anthropological 
exercise. It is an exposition of blood, 
salt and sweat, the record of a deadly 
industry carried out on our behalf, 
far beyond our cosy, everyday lives. 
Watching it is as near as you will get 
to the experience itself. I recommend 
sea-sickness pills – or at least a good 
tot of bourbon.

Sense and Sensibility: Harvard’s 
Sensory Ethnography Lab 

by Adam Nayman

IN THE PAST 25 YEARS, there 
have been two movies released 
with the title Leviathan: a totally 
’80s underwater horror flick helmed 
by the venerable Greek schlock-
meister George P. Cosmatos and a 
2012 documentary co-directed by 
a couple of anthropologists from 
Harvard. And, wouldn’t you know 
it, the one by the Ivy Leaguers is 
scarier. A thick, bloody slab of post-
verité shot on a fishing vessel off 
the coast of New Bedford, Mass., 
Lucien Castaing-Taylor and Véréna 
Paravel’s Hobbes-monikered 
monster swims powerfully 
against the current of commercial 
documentaries. Where most non-
fiction productions attempt to 
make sense of the world, Leviathan 
revels in disorientation. Just as the 
filmmakers had to find their sea legs 
over the course of a stormy shoot, 
viewers are forced to adjust their 
expectations to the movie’s roiling 
rhythms.

Since its world premiere last summer 
at the Locarno Film Festival, 
Leviathan has trawled the festival 
circuit, snagging a few prestigious 
awards to go along with a string of 
sterling reviews. It’s easily the most 
successful film to date produced by 
Harvard’s Sensory Ethnography Lab 
(SEL), a new department overseen 
by Castaing-Taylor. The SEL’s stated 



mandate is to foster “creative work 
and research that is constitutively 
visual or acoustic—conducted 
through audiovisual media rather 
than purely verbal sign systems.” 
In other words, the SEL’s array of 
films, videos, field recordings and 
gallery installations—which will be 
featured this fall in a comprehensive 
retrospective hosted by RIDM 
(Rencontres internationales du 
documentaire de Montréal)—are 
largely unconcerned with language, 
whether in the form of interviews, 
voice-over narration or on-screen 
text. Leviathan’s full-on audiovisual 
assault, in which an array of GoPro 
cameras are wielded ingeniously 
to provide seemingly impossible 
first-person perspectives (it’s as if 
the equipment had been possessed 
by demons), captures only a few 
shouted words of communication 
between the crew members. It’s a 
movie without speech that leaves its 
audience speechless.

This silence extends to the 
filmmakers themselves. Castaing-
Taylor—whose previous feature, 
Sweetgrass (2009, co-directed by 
Ilsa Barbash), documented the last 
in a series of annual sheep-herding 
treks through Montana’s Absaroka-
Beartooth mountains—is famously 
reluctant to talk in detail about his 
practice. At a time when filmmakers 
of all kinds seem almost too eager 
to set the boundaries of how their 
work should be discussed, his 
reticence is almost refreshing. It 

should be noted that Castaing-Taylor 
was instrumental in organizing the 
interviews for this article, even if he 
politely declined to be interviewed 
himself.

At the same time, the SEL is an 
academic institution specializing in 
graduate-level instruction, and as the 
projects developed under its banner 
continue to garner international 
attention and acclaim, it’s only 
natural that journalists, critics, 
academics and audience members 
would be interested in gaining some 
insight into the theories and themes 
behind them. Those unconvinced by 
the SEL’s mission statement to work 
against the conventions of broadcast 
journalism and “art that [is] not 
deeply infused by the real”—a one-
two punch implying that most non-
fiction filmmaking is bogus—might 
want to hear a case for the defence.

”The SEL definitely grew out of 
anthropology, visual anthropology 
in particular,” explains Véréna 
Paravel, who emailed with POV on 
the eve of a trip to Japan. “We have 
become more and more concerned 
to explode the genre of ethnographic 
film, and visual anthropology— it 
is myopic, too mired in academia 
and anthropology alone. We have 
tried to open the SEL up more and 
more to art, without compromising 
our interest in ethnography.” There 
is a precedent for this hybridization 
of approaches between the poetic 
and the purely factual, and Paravel 



is the first to admit that the lab’s 
interests do not exist in a film-
historical vacuum but rather extend 
back to the earliest days of the 
medium. “Many of the concerns of 
works coming out of the SEL go 
back to the beginnings of cinema, 
Lumière and Melies, to Flaherty 
and Grierson, to Mead and Bateson 
and Deren. They are not all new. I 
think that SEL films for the most part 
are in some ways in counterpoint 
to mainstream docs. They’re less 
discursive, less interpretive, more 
invested in aesthetic opaqueness and 
the interpretive agency of the viewer. 
But many filmmakers, whether part 
of the self-applied avant-garde or 
experimental traditions or not, also 
militate against the mainstream.”

There is indeed something militant 
about many of the SEL films, which 
truly earn the critical cliché of being 
“deceptively complex.” A film 
like Foreign Parts (2010), which 
Paravel co-directed with fellow 
SEL instructor J.P. Sniadecki, may 
appear at a glance to be relatively 
conventional: a verité exploration of 
a self-contained American enclave, 
in this case the scrap yards of Willets 
Point, New York. But despite its 
seemingly picaresque aimlessness, 
with the camera wandering between 
episodes featuring various local 
characters ranging from chop-
shop workers to manic street 
preachers, Foreign Parts has a very 
pronounced point of view. Without 
ever explaining the situation via 

traditional techniques (narration, 
interviews or onscreen graphics), 
Sniadecki and Paravel suggest that 
Willets Point is a community on the 
precipice of mass gentrification.

Insofar as it strives to catalogue 
specific sights, sounds and 
experiences in a place that is 
considered to be an impediment to 
an institutionalized sort of progress, 
Foreign Parts is a political film. It 
turns its gaze on an environment 
forged not out of intention but 
systematized neglect, and the 
structuring absence is structure 
itself: more specifically, even a 
rudimentary sense of infrastructure. 
There’s little evidence that the city 
of New York cares much about 
Willets Point even in light of its 
unique status as a “destination” for 
citizens from other boroughs, or at 
least those looking to fix or augment 
their cars on the cheap. It’s not 
the least of the film’s ironies that 
the 39th Avenue neighbourhood is 
dominated by a structure located 
just beyond its purview—Citi Field, 
a potent symbol of 21st-century 
redevelopment (it replaced Shea 
Stadium as the home of the Mets) 
and also a pretty obvious signifier of 
economic disparity—a literally and 
figuratively concrete metaphor for a 
two-tiered social system.

[...]

Sound is everything in Leviathan: 
its collagist soundtrack is central 
to its skull-rattling impact. “I was 



never on the boat myself, but I got 
a sense of Lucien and Véréna’s 
impressions from experiencing 
roughcut screenings and walking 
past the door where they were 
editing,” say Karel, who is credited 
on the film as a “sound composer.” 
“Even before starting on the mix, 
[they] had combined several 
layers of sound, mostly from the 
GoPro cameras, so the sound was 
characterized by a very harsh digital 
edge from the extremely low-quality 
audio tech used in those cameras.” 
Leviathan’s stylized soundscape 
is remarkable for the way it both 
reinforces and heightens the feeling 
of realism. While the sound design 
is obviously more sophisticated than 
a mere field recording, the idea is to 
authentically represent the deafening 
aspect of shipping out under extreme 
conditions—which in this case 
means maxing out the soundtrack 
beyond the capabilities of some low-
tech GoPro cameras. 

Paravel says that there are a few 
misconceptions about Leviathan, 
namely that its cinematography was 
untouched by human hands. “One 
example of something I’ve seen 
repeated that is untrue is that we 
had an arsenal of cameras fixed to a 
trillion different places on the boat. 
This goes hand in hand with the 
fetishization of the new small digital 
technology, as if the filmmaker is 
neither here nor there. But we rarely 
had more than one camera rolling 
at one time, and every single shot 

in Leviathan — except for four of 
them — was attached to a body, ours 
or the fishermen. We’ve said this, 
somewhere, but whether anyone will 
take note or not, who knows. In any 
event, it’s not uninteresting to think 
about the reasons why critics might 
come away thinking that most of the 
shots were not filmed by a human.”

It will be interesting to see whether 
Leviathan will loom as large as its 
namesake over the documentary 
landscape (although it might be 
the hardest to imitate of any of the 
decade’s key non-fiction work). In 
the meantime, the SEL continues 
to grow and turn out films that 
hopefully will not be swallowed up 
by the behemoth in their midst but 
rather travel far and wide in its wake. 
“Lucien and I co-taught the main 
Sensory Ethnography class last year, 
and most of the [guests] that we 
invited were artists and filmmakers, 
not visual anthropologists,” says 
Paravel. “The hope is that the 
friction generated by bringing 
anthropology, art and cinema into 
juxtaposition with one another will 
continue to develop interesting work, 
in ways that we can’t predict— and 
certainly in ways we would not wish 
to forestall or control.”

Adam Nayman is a critic in Toronto 
for The Grid and a contributing 
editor for Cinema Scope. He teaches 
documentary cinema at Ryerson 
University.



Extracts from Remnants
of Democracy
By Anthony Iles

[...] From studying science as 
culture, the proponents of Actor 
Network Theory have moved on to 
address the ideological supports that 
have propped up the questionable 
interests of science as a separate and 
unified discipline. Nature has long 
been used as metaphor and model 
for human assembly and provided 
the stability and rational foundation 
upon which man has erected so many 
questionable politics. However, now 
‘it seems nature is no longer unified 
enough to provide a stabilising 
pattern for the traumatic experience 
of humans living in society’. The 
theme of the human construction of 
the animal and in turn construction 
of the human in regard to this 
image is returned to throughout 
the book. In the article ‘Sheep Do 
Have Opinions’, Vinciane Despret 
questions the methodologies and 
assumptions researchers in the past 
have applied to sheep, and finds that 
given the conditions of a reversal of 
the organisation of their lives around 
competition for food, the sheep 
begin to indulge in un-sheepish 
behaviour and in turn ‘make their 
researchers say more things’. As 
well as telling us about animals, the 
sheep, and their researchers, suggest 
an analogy – that of the assembly 
in which the behaviour of political 
subjects is a matter of the conditions 

and expectations in which they are 
framed. This analogy corresponds 
to the figure of the ‘idiot’ as 
described by Isabel Stengers in her 
‘cosmopolitical proposal’. The idiot 
is derived from the Greek meaning 
‘private person’, the idiot does not 
participate in the forms of public life 
available, neither understanding nor 
being understood in them. The idiot 
frustrates, being the one who ‘neither 
objects nor proposes anything that 
“counts”. Stengers uses this figure to 
unravel the ethical utilitarianism that 
ties all human life to the market and 
to its political institutions. 
[..] 
 
The smoothing of the material world 
into so many things elides the reality 
of material as property, commodity, 
use or exchange value. Things 
are alienation as much as they 
are facilitation. Latour’s analysis 
ignores the reality that asymmetry of 
means and of access is structured by 
power, by the designated assembly, 
protected and affirmed by the rule 
of law and of property. Until this 
changes there remains room in 
the theory of the public thing and 
the expanded assembly for the 
unequal actor, but in the network 
there are also ‘rights, duties, or 
responsibilities’ and fewer ways out 
of them than ways in. 
[...] 
 
In January this year, Londoners 
received an unusual visitor. 



Apparently making a homage to 
the site of the UK’s parliament, a 
seven-ton Northern Bottle Nosed 
whale made its way up the Thames 
to Westminster and floundered there 
for an afternoon. Pundits struggled 
to understand what the whale’s 
intentions were, was it trying to 
get back to the Atlantic across the 
land mass of Southern England, 
was it injured, confused by military 
radar, or sick? One commentator of 
religious persuasion came close to 
accurately summarising the heavy 
burden this beast carried upstream 
with him: 

For a few days, the entire city of 
London shared in the experience of 
the suffering remnant, the remnant 
that has been rejected by human 
structures, the remnant that has been 
forced to wander in the solitary 
wilderness, with no support or 
encouragement from man and his 
earthly structures. Instead of acting 
indifferently, the people of London 
sympathised with him; they put 
aside their schedules and their daily 
activities, and they did all they could 
to help him out.

2

The sympathy of Londoners was 
in great evidence that day, and it 
was equal to the whale’s fright. The 
whale could not begin to understand 
the gestures of the humans standing 
in the river’s edge nor could the 
humans helpfully interpret those of 
the whale, the spectacle of human 

sympathy and animal suffering did 
not coincide. The whale’s encounter 
with the British people and its 
democratic institutions was, for 
the whale, as for Jean Charles de 
Menezes, fatal.

footnotes

2. from http://shamah-elim.info/p_
lndnwhl1.htm

http://www.metamute.org/editorial/
articles/remnants-democracy







Leviathan
By Calum Marsh

Some systems, for all their ruthless 
efficiency and invisible control, 
seem guided only by chaos, like 
an anthill teeming with activity, its 
scurrying agents adhering to patterns 
we can’t perceive. Leviathan, 
an experimental documentary 
by Lucien Castaing-Taylor and 
Véréna Paravel, concerns a system 
whose very functionality seems 
incomprehensible: a commercial 
fishing operation so wholly in thrall 
to the churning agitations of its 
environment that nature itself not 
only has the power, but the will to 
topple it. Fish aren’t so much heaved 
from the sea as they are wrenched 
from it, jerked with the force of 
market pressure, the fishermen at 
work a hulking mass of bodies made 
as much a fixture of the system as 
the machinery roaring around them. 
The ship looks vaguely alien, like an 
earthbound Nostromo adrift in the 
deep space of the North Atlantic, the 
New Bedford coast a veritable new 
world. Remarkably, Castaing-Taylor 
and Paravel, working under the aegis 
of Harvard’s Sensory Ethnography 
Lab, have managed to present this 
essentially unknowable system to 
us from within its own borders, so 
that the perspective adopted belongs 
to it, as though viewed from a cog 
rather than from an observer of the 
machine. In other words, Leviathan 
devises a ruthlessly efficient and 

invisibly controlled system of its 
own, one seemingly governed by 
the chaos of life aboard this ship. 
To quote Phil Coldiron in Cinema 
Scope, it “takes on the shape of 
the system it describes.” And so 
it becomes a thundering, alien 
machine.

The approach is radical and 
crucially modern, only possible 
now: Castaing-Taylor and Paravel 
took dozens of miniature GoPro 
cameras—durable, versatile 
camcorders favored by skateboarders 
and extreme-sports fanatics—and 
fixed them in and around every 
available crevice, mast, deck, or 
fisherman’s helmet, the footage 
then compiled and composed with 
the rhythm of a city symphony at 
sea. Leviathan thus exists within 
impossible spaces: cameras plunge 
into the drink, careen wildly, skid 
and glide like refuse, launch well 
into the air. It becomes so that you 
can no longer even ask yourself 
how such and such shot or effect 
was achieved; its impossibility is 
central to the disorienting effect, 
to the sense that you’re seeing the 
world as nobody does, and there’s 
magic in not knowing. And because 
the inherent threat of losing cameras 
to the abyss, of images caught but 
drowned forever, looms larger every 
moment, one feels as though there 
are real stakes. There’s also real 
fear: As a visceral experience, this 
film is overwhelming, its images 
as shocking as they are precarious. 



A shot which begins on the side of 
the boat, observing torrents of blood 
and guts gush without end into the 
water below, is overtaken suddenly 
by waves, by deathly cold water 
rushing over the lens. Once the 
camera is fully submerged, the sea 
becomes a blur of color and noise 
like something out of Brakhage, until 
we are lifted, slowly, back to the 
surface, where an army of seagulls 
bears down on us hungrily.

Life on the boat is life on the edge, 
and Leviathan, finally, is cinema 
on the edge. It shows us a world, 
ours but unrecognizable, as we’ve 
never seen it before. Indeed, insofar 
as it displays a Vertovian interest 
in capturing life as machines and 
bodies in motion, you could call 
it Fish with a Movie Camera. 
After brandishing a brief passage 
from the Book of Job (written in 
a quintessentially heavy metal-ish 
font that perfectly captures the film’s 
tonal combination of apocalyptic 
grandeur and dark gallows humor), 
Leviathan lurches jarringly to life, 
opening with streaks and blotches of 
light smudged across a pitch-black 
sky. Much of what we see across 
the 87 minutes to come can be 
reduced to splashes of low-res color 
forming in the digital night, and it’s 
this element of the film’s aesthetic 
that most surprises: The sea has 
simply never been depicted in this 
fashion, the deep blues and greens 
of seawater have never seemed so 
dark or impenetrable, the tangle of 

iron and steel of a ship has never 
torn through the dark so unnervingly. 
One of the final images of the film 
transforms a distant flock of gulls at 
night into a gorgeous, otherworldly 
abstraction, the mass of wings recast 
as eruptions of white and grey. The 
film reconstructs a milieu as action 
painting, and what results looks 
unforgettable.

Paravel told the New York Times 
that casting a multitude of cameras 
across the boat allowed them to 
“distribute the authorship” of the 
film, which feels appropriate given 
the proliferation of meanings 
already assigned to it, each claimed 
definitive. For some, Leviathan 
is a meditation on the brute force 
of labor, on the manner in which 
men become functions of the 
machine on which they toil. For 
others, Leviathan is about death; 
it taps into a fear of mortality that 
presides over all action, labor or 
otherwise. But even unmoored from 
meaning entirely, divorced from 
any governing ideological premise, 
Leviathan is a titanic achievement, 
a visceral overload whose impact 
registers immediately and with 
great force. We may delight even 
in its miniature graces: a small 
bird’s struggle to climb over a 
raised platform of sorts resembles 
silent slapstick comedy; a severed 
fish head’s drifting undulations is 
infused with the dramatic tension 
of a thriller; and at one point, as 
a throbbing net of captured fish 



begins to unload and fill a room, 
the camera’s rapid disappearance 
becomes cause for genuine shock 
and alarm. The fear, of course, is 
always unfounded: We know that 
the cameras remain safe because we 
are watching the footage. But the 
frenzy and furor of life (and death) 
on view throws us off our bearings, 
and suddenly the impossible seems 
possible after all. “The cinema,” 
Godard said in Les Mepris, 
“substitutes for our gaze a world 
more in harmony with our desires.” 
Leviathan does quite the opposite: 
It gazes upon a kind of hell, an 
underworld of brutal, unending 
labor, where humanity is nullified by 
the screeching cacophony of chains 
and motors and waves.

Logisticality, or the Shipped

By Harney/Moten

Where did logistics get this ambition 
to connect bodies, objects, affects, 
information, without subjects, 
without the formality of subjects, as 
if it could reign sovereign over the 
informal, the concrete and generative 
indeterminacy of material life? 
The truth is, modern logistics was 
born that way. Or more precisely 
it was born in resistance to, given 
as the acquisition of, this ambition, 
this desire and this practice of 
the informal. Modern logistics 
is founded with the first great 
movement of commodities, the ones 
that could speak. It was founded in 
the Atlantic slave trade, founded 
against the Atlantic slave. Breaking 
from the plundering accumulation of 
armies to the primitive accumulation 
of capital, modern logistics was 
marked, branded, seared with the 
transportation of the commodity 
labor that was not, and ever after 
would not be, no matter who was 
in that hold or containerized in that 
ship. From the motley crew who 
followed in the red wakes of these 
slave ships, to the prisoners shipped 
to the settler colonies, to the mass 
migrations of industrialisation in the 
Americas, to the indentured slaves 
from India, China, and Java, to 
the trucks and boats leading north 
across the Mediterranean or the Rio 
Grande, to oneway tickets from the 



Philippines to the Gulf States or 
Bangladesh to Singapore, logistics 
was always the transport of slavery, 
not ‘free’ labor. Logistics remains, as 
ever, the transport of objects that is 
held in the movement of things. And 
the transport of things remains, as 
ever, logistics’ unrealizable ambition.

Logistics could not contain what it 
had relegated to the hold. It cannot. 
Robert F. Harney, the historian of 
migration ‘from the bottom-up,’ used 
to say once you crossed the Atlantic, 
you were never on the right side 
again. B Jenkins, a migrant sent by 
history, used to turn a broken circle 
in the basement floor to clear the 
air when welcoming her students, 
her panthers. No standpoint was 
enough, no standpoint was right. She 
and their mothers and fathers tilled 
the same fields, burned up the same 
desert roads, preoccupied the same 
merely culinary union. Harney kept 
in mind the mass migrations from 
Southern and Eastern Europe at 
the turn of the 19th century, beside 
themselves in the annunciation of 
logistical modernity. No standpoint. 
If commodity labor would come to 
have a standpoint, the standpoint 
from which one’s own abolition 
became necessary, then what 
of those who had already been 
abolished and remained? If the 
proletariat was located at a point in 
the circuits of capital, a point in the 
production process from which it had 
a peculiar view of capitalist totality, 
what of those who were located at 

every point, which is to say at no 
point, in the production process? 
What of those who were not just 
labor but commodity, not just in 
production but in circulation, not 
just in circulation but in distribution 
as property, not just property but 
property that reproduced and 
realized itself ? The standpoint 
of no standpoint, everywhere and 
nowhere, of never and to come, of 
thing and nothing. If the proletariat 
was thought capable of blowing the 
foundations sky high, what of the 
shipped, what of the containerized? 
What could such flesh do? Logistics 
somehow knows that it is not true 
that we do not yet know what flesh 
can do. There is a social capacity 
to instantiate again and again the 
exhaustion of the standpoint as 
undercommon ground that logistics 
knows as unknowable, calculates as 
an absence that it cannot have but 
always longs for, that it cannot, but 
longs, to be or, at least, to be around, 
to surround. Logisitics senses this 
capacity as never before – this 
historical insurgent legacy, this 
historicity, this logisticality, of the 
shipped. 

Modernity is sutured by this hold. 
This movement of things, unformed 
objects, deformed subjects, nothing 
yet and already. This movement 
of nothing is not just the origin 
of modern logistics, but the 
annunciation of modernity itself, 
and not just the annunciation of 
modernity itself but the insurgent 



prophesy that all of modernity will 
have at its heart, in its own hold, this 
movement of things, this interdicted, 
outlawed social life of nothing. The 
work of Sandro Mazzadra and Brett 
Neilson on borders for instance 
reminds us that the proliferation 
of borders between states, within 
states, between people, within 
people is a proliferation of states of 
statelessness. These borders grope 
their way toward the movement of 
things, bang on containers, kick at 
hostels, harass camps, shout after 
fugitives, seeking all the time to 
harness this movement of things, 
this logisticality. But this fails to 
happen, borders fail to cohere, 
because the movement of things will 
not cohere. This logisticality will not 
cohere. It is, as Sara Ahmed says, 
queer disorientation, the absence 
of coherence, but not of things, in 
the moving presence of absolutely 
nothing. As Frank B. Wilderson 
III teaches us, the improvisational 
imperative is, therefore, “to stay 
in the hold of the ship, despite my 
fantasies of flight.” 

But this is to say that there are flights 
of fantasy in the hold of the ship. 
The ordinary fugue and fugitive 
run of the language lab, black 
phonography’s brutally experimental 
venue. Paraontological totality is in 
the making. Present and unmade in 
presence, blackness is an instrument 
in the making. Quasi una fantasia 
in its paralegal swerve, its mad-
worked braid, the imagination 

produces nothing but exsense in the 
hold. Do you remember the days of 
slavery? Nathaniel Mackey rightly 
says “The world was ever after/
elsewhere,/no/way where we were/
was there.” No way where we are 
is here. Where we were, where we 
are, is what we meant by “mu,” 
which Wilderson would rightly 
call “the void of our subjectivity.” 
And so it is we remain in the hold, 
in the break, as if entering again 
and again the broken world, to 
trace the visionary company and 
join it. This contrapuntal island, 
where we are marooned in search 
of marronage, where we linger in 
stateless emergency, in our our lysed 
cell and held dislocation, our blown 
standpoint and lyred chapel, in (the) 
study of our sea-born variance, sent 
by its pre-history into arrivance 
without arrival, as a poetics of lore, 
of abnormal articulation, where the 
relation between joint and flesh is the 
folded distance of a musical moment 
that is emphatically, palpably 
imperceptible and, therefore, 
difficult to describe. Having defied 
degradation the moment becomes a 
theory of the moment, of the feeling 
of a presence that is ungraspable in 
the way that it touches. This musical 
moment – the moment of advent, 
of nativity in all its terrible beauty, 
in the alienation that is always 
already born in and as parousia – is 
a precise and rigorous description/
theory of the social life of the 
shipped, the terror of enjoyment in 



its endlessly redoubled folds. If you 
take up the hopelessly imprecise 
tools of standard navigation, the 
deathly reckoning of difference 
engines, maritime clocks and tables 
of damned assurance, you might 
stumble upon such a moment 
about two and a half minutes into 
“Mutron,” a duet by Ed Blackwell 
and Don Cherry recorded in 1982. 
You’ll know the moment by how 
it requires you to think the relation 
between fantasy and nothingness: 
what is mistaken for silence is, all of 
a sudden, transubstantial. The brutal 
interplay of advent and chamber 
demands the continual instigation 
of flown, recursive imagining; to do 
so is to inhabit an architecture and 
its acoustic, but to inhabit as if in an 
approach from outside; not only to 
reside in this unlivability but also 
to discover and enter it. Mackey, 
in the preface to his unbearably 
beautiful Splay Anthem, outlining 
the provenance and relationship 
between the book’s serial halves 
(“Each was given its impetus by a 
piece of recorded music from which 
it takes its title, the Dogon ‘Song 
of the Andoumboulou,’ in one case, 
Don Cherry’s [and Ed Blackwell’s] 
‘Mu’ First Part and ‘Mu’ Second 
Part in the other”) speaks of mu in 
relation to a circling or spiraling 
or ringing, this roundness or rondo 
linking beginning and end, and 
to the wailing that accompanies 
entrance into and expulsion from 
sociality. But his speaking makes 

you wonder if music, which is 
not only music, is mobilized in 
the service of an eccentricity, a 
centrifugal force whose intimation 
Mackey also approaches, marking 
sociality’s ecstatic existence 
beyond beginning and end, ends 
and means, out where one becomes 
interested in things, in a certain 
relationship between thingliness 
and nothingness and blackness 
that plays itself out in unmapped, 
unmappable, undercommon consent 
and consensuality. Blackness is the 
site where absolute nothingness 
and the world of things converge. 
Blackness is fantasy in the hold and 
Wilderson’s access to it is in that 
he is one who has nothing and is, 
therefore, both more and less than 
one. He is the shipped. We are the 
shipped, if we choose to be, if we 
elect to pay an unbearable cost that 
is inseparable from an incalculable 
benefit. 

How would you recognize the 
antiphonal accompaniment to 
gratuitous violence – the sound 
that can be heard as if it were in 
response to that violence, the sound 
that must be heard as that to which 
such violence responds? The answer, 
the unmasking, is mu not simply 
because in its imposed opposition 
to something, nothing is understood 
simply to veil, as if some epidermal 
livery, (some higher) being and 
is therefore relative as opposed 
to what Nishida Kitaro, would 
call absolute; but because nothing 



(this paraontological interplay 
of blackness and nothingness, 
this aesthetic sociality of the 
shipped, this logisticality) remains 
unexplored, because we don’t know 
what we mean by it, because it is 
neither a category for ontology 
nor for socio-phenomenological 
analysis. What would it be for this to 
be understood in its own improper 
refusal of terms, from the exhausted 
standpoint that is not and that is 
not its own? “We attach,” Fanon 
says, “a fundamental importance to 
the phenomenon of language and 
consequently consider the study of 
language essential for providing us 
with one element in understanding 
the black man’s dimension of being-
for-others, it being understood that 
to speak is to exist absolutely for 
the other.” He says, moreover, that 
“[t]he black man possesses two 
dimensions: one with his fellow 
Blacks, the other with the Whites.” 
But this is not simply a question of 
perspective, since what we speak 
of is this radical being beside itself 
of blackness, its off to the side, off 
on the inside, out from the outside 
imposition. The standpoint, the 
home territory, chez lui – Markman’s 
off the mark, blind but insightful, 
mistranslation is illuminative, 
among his own, signifying a 
relationality that displaces the 
already displaced impossibility of 
home. Can this being together in 
homelessness, this interplay of the 
refusal of what has been refused, this 

undercommon appositionality, be a 
place from which emerges neither 
self-consciousness nor knowledge 
of the other but an improvisation 
that proceeds from somewhere 
on the other side of an unasked 
question? Not simply to be among 
his own; but to be among his own 
in dispossession, to be among the 
ones who cannot own, the ones who 
have nothing and who, in having 
nothing, have everything. This is 
the sound of an unasked question. A 
choir versus acquisition, chant and 
moan and Sprechgesang, babel and 
babble and gobbledygook, relaxin’ 
by a brook or creek in Camarillo, 
singing to it, singing of it, singing 
with it, for the bird of the crooked 
beak, the generative hook of le petit 
negre, the little nigger’s comic spear, 
the cosmic crook of language, the 
burnin’ and lootin’ of pidgin, Bird’s 
talk, Bob’s talk, bard talk, bar talk, 
baby talk, B talk, preparing the 
minds of the little negro steelworkers 
for meditation. Come on, get to 
this hard, serial information, this 
brutally beautiful medley of carceral 
intrication, this patterning of holds 
and what is held in the holds’ phonic 
vicinity. That spiraling Mackey 
speaks of suffers brokenness 
and crumpling, the imposition of 
irrationally rationalized angles, 
compartments bearing nothing 
but breath and battery in hunted, 
haunted, ungendered intimacy. Is 
there a kind of propulsion, through 
compulsion, against the mastery of 



one’s own speed, that ruptures both 
recursion and advance? What is the 
sound of this patterning? What does 
such apposition look like? What 
remains of eccentricity after the 
relay between loss and restoration 
has its say or song? In the absence 
of amenity, in exhaustion, there’s a 
society of friends where everything 
can fold in dance to black, in being 
held and flown, in what was never 
silence. Can’t you hear them whisper 
one another’s touch?



Moby Dick; or The Whale

By Herman Melville

That mortal man should feed upon 
the creature that feeds his lamp, 
and, like Stubb, eat him by his own 
light, as you may say; this seems 
so outlandish a thing that one must 
needs go a little into the history and 
philosophy of it.

It is upon record, that three centuries 
ago the tongue of the Right Whale 
was esteemed a great delicacy in 
France, and commanded large prices 
there. Also, that in Henry VIIIth’s 
time, a certain cook of the court 
obtained a handsome reward for 
inventing an admirable sauce to be 
eaten with barbacued porpoises, 
which, you remember, are a species 
of whale. Porpoises, indeed, are 
to this day considered fine eating. 
The meat is made into balls about 
the size of billiard balls, and being 
well seasoned and spiced might be 
taken for turtle-balls or veal balls. 
The old monks of Dunfermline were 
very fond of them. They had a great 
porpoise grant from the crown.

The fact is, that among his hunters 
at least, the whale would by all 
hands be considered a noble dish, 
were there not so much of him; but 
when you come to sit down before 
a meat-pie nearly one hundred feet 
long, it takes away your appetite. 
Only the most unprejudiced of men 
like Stubb, nowadays partake of 

cooked whales; but the Esquimaux 
are not so fastidious. We all know 
how they live upon whales, and 
have rare old vintages of prime old 
train oil. Zogranda, one of their 
most famous doctors, recommends 
strips of blubber for infants, as being 
exceedingly juicy and nourishing. 
And this reminds me that certain 
Englishmen, who long ago were 
accidentally left in Greenland by 
a whaling vessel—that these men 
actually lived for several months on 
the mouldy scraps of whales which 
had been left ashore after trying 
out the blubber. Among the Dutch 
whalemen these scraps are called 
“fritters”; which, indeed, they greatly 
resemble, being brown and crisp, 
and smelling something like old 
Amsterdam housewives’ dough-nuts 
or oly-cooks, when fresh. They have 
such an eatable look that the most 
self-denying stranger can hardly 
keep his hands off.

But what further depreciates the 
whale as a civilized dish, is his 
exceeding richness. He is the great 
prize ox of the sea, too fat to be 
delicately good. Look at his hump, 
which would be as fine eating as 
the buffalo’s (which is esteemed a 
rare dish), were it not such a solid 
pyramid of fat. But the spermaceti 
itself, how bland and creamy that 
is; like the transparent, half-jellied, 
white meat of a cocoanut in the third 
month of its growth, yet far too rich 
to supply a substitute for butter. 
Nevertheless, many whalemen have 



a method of absorbing it into some 
other substance, and then partaking 
of it. In the long try watches of the 
night it is a common thing for the 
seamen to dip their ship-biscuit into 
the huge oil-pots and let them fry 
there awhile. Many a good supper 
have I thus made.

In the case of a small Sperm Whale 
the brains are accounted a fine dish. 
The casket of the skull is broken 
into with an axe, and the two plump, 
whitish lobes being withdrawn 
(precisely resembling two large 
puddings), they are then mixed 
with flour, and cooked into a most 
delectable mess, in flavor somewhat 
resembling calves’ head, which is 
quite a dish among some epicures; 
and every one knows that some 
young bucks among the epicures, 
by continually dining upon calves’ 
brains, by and by get to have a little 
brains of their own, so as to be 
able to tell a calf’s head from their 
own heads; which, indeed, requires 
uncommon discrimination. And that 
is the reason why a young buck with 
an intelligent looking calf’s head 
before him, is somehow one of the 
saddest sights you can see. The head 
looks a sort of reproachfully at him, 
with an “Et tu Brute!” expression.

It is not, perhaps, entirely because 
the whale is so excessively unctuous 
that landsmen seem to regard the 
eating of him with abhorrence; that 
appears to result, in some way, from 
the consideration before mentioned: 

i.e. that a man should eat a newly 
murdered thing of the sea, and eat 
it too by its own light. But no doubt 
the first man that ever murdered 
an ox was regarded as a murderer; 
perhaps he was hung; and if he had 
been put on his trial by oxen, he 
certainly would have been; and he 
certainly deserved it if any murderer 
does. Go to the meat-market of a 
Saturday night and see the crowds 
of live bipeds staring up at the long 
rows of dead quadrupeds. Does not 
that sight take a tooth out of the 
cannibal’s jaw? Cannibals? who is 
not a cannibal? I tell you it will be 
more tolerable for the Fejee that 
salted down a lean missionary in 
his cellar against a coming famine; 
it will be more tolerable for that 
provident Fejee, I say, in the day of 
judgment, than for thee, civilized 
and enlightened gourmand, who 
nailest geese to the ground and 
feastest on their bloated livers in thy 
pate-de-foie-gras.

But Stubb, he eats the whale by 
its own light, does he? and that is 
adding insult to injury, is it? Look 
at your knife-handle, there, my 
civilized and enlightened gourmand 
dining off that roast beef, what is 
that handle made of?—what but the 
bones of the brother of the very ox 
you are eating? And what do you 
pick your teeth with, after devouring 
that fat goose? With a feather of the 
same fowl. And with what quill did 
the Secretary of the Society for the 
Suppression of Cruelty to Ganders 



formally indite his circulars? It is 
only within the last month or two 
that that society passed a resolution 
to patronise nothing but steel pens.

Excerpted from Chapter 65 
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